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Abstract
The purpose of the study was to examine decision-making factors among school
superintendents related to the impact the New York State tax levy cap is having on public
school budgeting. Revenue limitations resulting from the 2012 tax levy cap legislation
created concerns of a funding cliff forecast to happen within 4-5 years. The cliff was
expected to threaten and affect the school districts’ ability to provide quality programs,
meet their expenses, or risk insolvency. Now, 7 years after the implementation of this tax
levy cap legislation, school districts have not become insolvent. This qualitative study
used personal interviews of a sample of school superintendents in Nassau County, New
York from high need/low wealth, and low need/high wealth districts to determine the
impact of the tax levy cap on budgeting. Results of this study suggest that
superintendents are more cognizant of district finances and have focused greater attention
on long range financial analysis and planning. The results also suggest that what
superintendents once thought was a leverage opportunity to negotiate more favorable
terms with collective bargaining units now appears to be a limitation to a district’s ability
to attract and retain talented staff. Lastly, the results suggest that inequities are prevalent
in Nassau County, NY when comparing high need/low wealth districts with their low
need/high wealth counterparts. This study provides recommendations and insight to aid
future superintendents, administrators, legislators, and policy makers to better understand
the pressures on the educational system experienced by current school leaders.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
In 2008, the United States economy had begun a rapid decline in what was termed
“the great recession” (Coy, 2012, p. 1). Public and elected officials had come under
increasing pressure to enact fiscal reform in response to negative community sentiment
related to taxes (Coy, 2012). Demands from New York State residents for increased
fiscal accountability and a reduction in the tax impact to homeowners throughout the
state, built momentum (Deutsch, 2012). At the same time, funding for public schools
was already being curtailed, as another source of necessary financing, property tax
revenue, plunged after the housing crisis of 2008 (Rich, 2012).
In May 2011, New York State Governor Andrew Cuomo responded to mounting
pressure for tax reform and initiated the new tax levy cap legislation (Hakim, 2011). The
Governor’s new legislation would uniformly apply to the tax levy on all types of
property. This new tax levy cap would apply to all municipalities and would limit tax
levy growth to 2% or the rate of inflation, whichever was less (McMahon, 2011).
Counties, cities, towns, and villages could exceed the tax cap in a budget year if a twothirds majority of their governing boards approved. However, a more rigid restriction
would apply to public school districts. The Governor’s bill would, in effect, eliminate
annual voter referendums on proposed school district budgets and replace them with
votes on proposed tax levies. With the new tax levy cap legislation in place, if a school
district needed to exceed the cap, community voters would be required to approve the
new proposed tax levy by a 60% supermajority vote, not solely a vote by its governing
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board (McMahon, 2011). This 60% supermajority requirement was a shift in the voter
authorization methods and laws which would now require 60% approval of the total voter
roll participants, as opposed to what our society commonly understands as a simplemajority vote of 50%, plus one vote to gain approval from voters.
During this same time, school districts around the country were beginning to
anticipate cutbacks, with adverse effects on educational programs such as arts, music,
sports, and afterschool activities. This new climate of limiting the revenue side of a
school district’s budget forced changes in the educational field, mainly driven by politics,
and the sentiment of local community members across the state (Furey, 2004). The
education system is a microcosm of the economy in which it exists (Venettozzi, 2014).
Public schools are an example, as they are funded primarily by federal, state, or local
taxpayer funds, which also makes these educational systems a target for political
controversy (Venettozzi, 2014). According to a Fiscal Policy Institute Analysis of The
Executive Budget Report issued by the Fiscal Policy Institute (Fiscal Policy Institute,
2017), negative financial concerns continued in New York State. These concerns were
exacerbated by potentially adverse federal policy changes and forecasted budget cuts.
This negative political and fiscal climate persisted beyond 2011, as school districts began
bracing for budget cuts (Rich, 2012).
Furey (2004) claimed that despite a high percentage of the general public
conveying a commitment to public education, few people take an active role in the
process. Citizens do, however, maintain strong opinions about matters of educational
policy, reform, and practice (Furey, 2004). When the tax levy cap was first implemented,
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public school superintendents spoke out against the legislation. Their concerns were
based on the socioeconomic inequities and the challenge to the viability of their school
districts to maintain educational programs with such financial limitations (New York
State Council of School Superintendents [NYSCSS], 2012). A study conducted
(NYSCSS, 2012) revealed that public school superintendents believed fiscal insolvency
would occur in the next 2-4 years. Facing insolvency means that a district was in
jeopardy of not meeting operational costs.
The NYSCSS (2012) study also outlined five key findings. First, in 2012, schools
had already been through a prolonged stretch of difficult budgeting since the economic
downturn in 2008. Most of the easier budget balancing reductions, such as reductions in
supplies and materials had already been implemented. Such reductions to supplies and
materials can be implemented to reduce budget expenditures without impacting
educational programs. Second, large and difficult-to-control operational costs associated
with health insurance and pension costs were surging. Third, New York state’s approach
to implementing unfunded mandates on schools continued to put strain on operation cost
drivers. These unfunded mandates occur when the state education department requires a
program to be implemented, sometimes requiring additional staff or other costs, but does
not provide ample funding to offset these costs increases. Thus, the local school district
must absorb these new costs into its own operational budget. Fourth, schools had already
begun drawing from reserves to avert actions that would have had an even greater
negative impact on students, local taxpayers, or both. Further, barring a reversal in other
financial trends, reserves used to fund expenses would soon be exhausted. Fifth, with the
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implementation of the tax levy cap legislation, approximately 92% of school district
revenues made up from local taxes and school aid, would now be subject to growth limits
imposed by the state.
The NYSCSS (2012) report suggested that the property tax levy cap would make
it harder for school districts to gain voter approval for local tax increases and might result
in harsher consequences to their operation if voter approval was not obtained. The
community sensitivity from any increase in tax levy further amplified superintendent
concerns of a funding cliff.
This is not the first time that public education finance issues have been argued
over. In fact, questions of school finance and equity have often been dealt with in the
court systems. According to Brimley, Verstegen, and Garfield (2012), in the 1971
Serrano decision, the California State Supreme Court held that the state system of finance
was inequitable (Brimley, 2012). In New York, the most notable litigation was the case
of the Campaign for Fiscal Equity v. New York State (2003). In this case the court held
that New York State had neglected to ensure that students in New York City were offered
a fair and equal education as compared to students throughout the state (Campaign for
Fiscal Equity, 2003).
To finance public education in the state of New York, there are two major
revenue sources: local taxes and state aid. With the advent of the tax cap, both are now
controlled by Albany (NYSASBO, 2015). There are two major cost drivers within
school budget: mandates and benefits/pensions, again, both controlled by Albany
(NYSCSS, 2016). Too often, the only tool a school district can use to offset Albany
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controlled fluctuations in these four areas is to cut funding to valued, core programs.
Regular education has become the shock absorber for all of Albany’s financial decisions
(NYSCSS, 2016). Even in 2016, New York superintendents maintained a dismal outlook
concerning the financial condition of their school districts. At the time, the driving force
behind the concern expressed by so many superintendents was that most factors affecting
school finances were now beyond the control of district leaders and their voters
(NYSCSS, 2016).
Concerns relating to forecasting necessary budget reductions to keep pace with
the growing expense model of a local school district was of paramount concern
(NYSCSS, 2016). Retirement costs, health insurance costs, contractual salary and step
increases would force local districts to cut other program related costs to keep pace with
the increases in these mandated areas (NYSASBO, 2015).
In 2015, the NYSASBO conducted a study examining school district spending
and funding over a 10-year period. The study identified a shift in state and local funding
shares for public schools, which has continued the disparities in resources between high
and low need districts, and the disproportionate long-term growth of school spending in
non-general education categories. Out of all the spending categories, teacher pension
costs grew the most at 181% over 10 years, followed by tuition spending for special
education placements at 94%, and health care at 72%. Special education spending grew
26% over the 6 years for which information was available, while general education
spending grew 15%. School districts spent almost two and a half times more per pupil on
special education than on general education, yet the classification rate of students with
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disabilities remained unchanged at 13% (NYSASBO, 2015). With the continued growth
of these mandatory budget categories, superintendents are now faced with the dilemma of
prioritizing budget allocations to meet mandated costs with limited resources, as opposed
to focusing resources on student learning and student outcomes (NYSCSS, 2016).
Contrary to past reported perceptions of school superintendents related to the
overwhelming concern of a forecasted funding cliff and districts approaching financial
insolvency, the New York State Comptroller’s Office has conducted numerous recent
audits that express a different story (Hildebrand, 2018). These financial audits on local
school districts in various socioeconomic categories have suggested that public school
districts are maintaining healthy reserve fund balances, and in some cases, are overfunded, which violates New York State statutes (Office of the New York State
Comptroller, 2016). According to Hildebrand (2018), from the most recent audit, 31
school districts on Long Island have been criticized by the state for maintaining excessive
cash reserves, also known as fund balances, since January of 2014. In one such district,
classified as a high need-low wealth district, the New York State Comptroller’s Office
found that the district’s unrestricted fund balance was as much as 12% of the ensuing
year’s budget, or more than three times the statutory limit. In another Nassau County
district classified as a low need-high wealth district, the New York State Comptroller’s
Office found the district overfunded six of their reserve funds by over $30 million, and
that budget appropriations were over estimated by over $30 million over a 3-year period
(Office of the New York State Comptroller, 2017). In this district, the unrestricted fund
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balance ranged from 5.9% - 6.5% of the subsequent year’s budget, ranging from 2-2.5%
above the legal limit (Office of the New York State Comptroller, 2017).
According to McMahon (2011), Governor Cuomo’s proposal for a broad and tight
cap on property tax levies, allowing for override only by a supermajority vote, offered a
promising way to control New York’s tax and spending burden. McMahon argued that
common criticisms of the tax cap did not stand up to scrutiny. In Massachusetts,
Proposition 2 1/2 restrained growth in tax burdens without compromising essential
services. McMahon suggested that far from eroding local control, the Governor’s cap
would give taxpayers new power to check the growth of school taxes.
McMahon (2011) also reported that county, municipal, and school officials have
argued persuasively that they need relief from state mandates to manage expenses within
a tight property tax cap. The tax cap appears to have become an essential catalyst for the
changes in state mandates that local governments and school districts have been seeking
for decades. Such changes would provide the leverage needed to change the dialogue
conducted at the bargaining table during contract negotiations held with union leadership.
These legacy collective bargaining rules have long been tilted against the interests of
taxpayers. McMahon suggested that the tax cap will have a twofold effect: it will instill
greater fiscal discipline in local government and public schools, and it will put
tremendous added pressure on the Governor and the New York Legislature to finally get
serious about mandate relief.
But concerns regarding the impact of the tax levy cap remain as superintendents
perceive this legislation to be a significant hindrance for local public schools to maintain
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the revenue needed to support their programs. Superintendents have continued to work
with their local governing boards to effectively confront the ramifications of the tax levy
cap. At the 2017 annual convention, the New York State School Board Association
(NYSSBA) drafted over 30 resolutions designed to lobby the New York legislature and
the Governor to enact changes to current legislation and mandates impacting New York
public education (NYSSBA - Resolutions Committee, 2017).
Highlighting the continued concern of the tax levy cap legislation and its impact
on local school districts’ ability to fund operations, five of the 30 proposed resolutions
pertained directly to the tax levy cap, which included (a) proposed resolution 12, stating
that the New York State School Board Association supports meaningful reforms to the
tax levy cap formula that would ensure viability and sustainability of New York’s public
schools; (b) proposed resolution 13, stating that the New York State School Board
Association supports legislation to ensure that no school district can have a negative
property tax cap; (c) proposed resolution 18, stating the association supports legislation
that would set the allowable growth factor of the real property tax cap at a minimum of
2%; (d) proposed resolution 19, stating that the association opposes the property tax cap
and calls for its repeal; and (e) proposed resolution 23, stating that the association
supports raising the allowable undesignated fund balance for school districts.
Serving as the governing body of local school districts responsible for governance
and policy making at the local level, each local school board is responsible for drafting
and voting on these resolutions to be represented by the association at its annual
convention (NYSSBA - Resolutions Committee, 2017). This process is done as a
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collaboration between a local school board and its superintendent, highlighting the
importance of establishing and maintaining a proper and productive relationship between
superintendent and local school board, as was suggested in a research study conducted on
overall job satisfaction of superintendents in Nassau and Suffolk counties in New York
(Kuncham, 2008). Kuncham (2008) suggested that the relationship between a local
school board and superintendent establishes a model for the district environment. Data
from this study also suggested a cooperative and harmonious relationship will support
feelings of security among district employees, as expectations and roles are clear and well
defined. Further, conflict between the superintendent and the board creates tension and
discourages program innovation, reform, and constructive community participation in the
schools. Such an adverse relationship can have a negative impact on budget
development, bond, or other referenda approvals (Kuncham, 2008).
Statement of the Problem
The tax levy cap in New York State is a relatively new phenomenon. Groups
such as the New York State Council of School Superintendents and the New York State
Association of School Business Officials have conducted preliminary research and
forecasts that suggested a funding cliff and school district insolvency. But 6 years after
the implementation of the tax levy cap, audits depict school districts as being overfunded.
On August 25, 2018, Newsday columnist John Hildebrand reported that cash reserves
stockpiled by Long Island School districts reached a record high of $2.4 billion
(Hildebrand, 2018). Why would perceptions from superintendents in 2012 indicate that a
funding cliff is imminent when the actual financial conditions of some districts has
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evolved to suggest otherwise? This study is relevant as now 7 years have passed since
the implementation of the tax levy cap legislation. This study adds to the understanding
and relevance of how decision-making related to the tax cap legislation will play an
integral role in the approach superintendents take toward budget development in future
years.
To what degree will these financial stress factors impact the funding and
operation of local school districts? In a climate of limited resources, state budget deficits,
and looming federal cutbacks to education funding, budgetary reductions have become
necessary for school districts to stay within the limitations of the legislated tax cap.
These limitations coupled with additional downward pressure on state aid have created
great concern for the future among superintendents and their boards of education.
The perceptions of superintendents about the impact of the tax levy cap legislation
may support ignoring current financial conditions, which in turn may have adverse
effects and outcomes on future budget development processes. Adverse effects on the
outcome of a budget development process at a school district could result in reductions in
staffing, impacting the livelihood of teachers and other employees of school districts. An
adverse effect could mean the elimination of various programs that have benefitted
students within the district with additional opportunities in art, music, sports, or other
programs geared towards heightening a student’s interest or skills in a certain field or
subject area. An adverse effect could mean that a new program being evaluated and
having the possible benefit of increasing access or opportunity for a multitude of students
may not be able to be started due to limitations in budget appropriation.
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A superintendent who perceives an imminent funding cliff is likely to approach
the budget development process conservatively. Rather than planning for growth of new
curriculum, clubs, sports, afterschool activities, and opportunities for students, the
superintendent may opt to conserve financial resources and redirect these resources
towards other financial pressures to ensure the organization is able to meet its mandated
financial obligations. These obligations would include significant cost drivers, such as
pension contributions and health insurance costs. It is prudent to ensure these mandated
costs are planned for and can be covered by the financial resources of a school district.
However, as technology and systems become more complicated there may be an inability
to address curriculum needs and professional development for staff. Even worse, school
districts may be forced to initiate program reductions solely due to the rising costs of
mandated expenses, which would be the start of public education becoming insolvent.
Concerns remain, that the tax levy cap legislation has taken decision-making
control away from local voters and has limited funding resources available to public
education (NYSCSS, 2016). Due to limitations in the ability to financially support
educational programs, communities may be forced to lose the programs they value.
Exacerbating the issue would be the disparate impact of the tax levy cap on budgeting in
districts with varied local wealth factors. For instance, a district that is considered high
wealth/low needs does not receive a significant amount of state aid to offset the local tax
levy that is paid directly by community residents. In a low wealth/high needs district,
there typically is a high reliance on state aid, with a smaller ratio of revenue coming from
local residents through the tax levy. These disparities may compound the perception
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problem as superintendents in low wealth/high needs districts may be more sensitive to
possible fluctuations in those revenue streams and how it will impact future budget
planning as compared to their counterparts in districts with greater financial resources.
Theoretical Rationale
The theoretical framework for the study is based on decision-making theory and,
more specifically, the theory of bounded rationality (Simon, 1979). Decision-making
theory is complicated and has evolved over time into many differentiated strands. The
term bounded rationality was first introduced by H.A. Simon in 1955, in his critique of
the assumptions in economics of perfect information and unlimited computational
capability (Augier, 2008). In describing and shaping the economic life of human
societies, economists confront conflicting desires to be realistic, on the one hand, and to
be comprehensible, on the other.
Decision-making is usually defined as a process or sequence of activities
involving stages of problem recognition, search for information, definition of
alternatives, and the selection of an actor of one from two or more alternatives consistent
with the ranked preferences (Nitisha, 2017). Decision-making theory is a theory of how
rational individuals should behave under risk and uncertainty. It uses a set of axioms
about how rational individuals behave, which has been widely challenged on both
empirical and theoretical grounds.
Simon (1979) divided the concept of decision into two main parts: as a process of
action in arriving at a decision, and as implementation. Mere making of decision is not
enough, and what follows decision-making is its implementation. Simon once said that a
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theory of administration should be concerned with the processes of decision and the
processes of action. Simon pointed out that for the proper management of an
organization, a policy comprehensive in nature is required to be adopted. Decisionmaking is a very important part of an organization.
As the pioneer in the field of decision-making concept, Simon (1979) felt that the
processes of decisions need to be taken properly and timely to avoid spoiling the
objective of the business organization. Keeping this in mind, it is essential that an
organization provide the utmost caution as to the adoption of a decision, while at the
same time, focus on the implementation of the decision. As a result, Simon noted that
both making and implementing decisions are important. Bounded rationality refers to the
idea that people have limited cognitive and computational abilities, and therefore, cannot
make rational decisions in a maximizing sense (Simon, 1979).
History. Sometime over the last century, Chester Barnard, author of The
Functions of the Executive, imported the term decision-making from the lexicon of public
administration into the business world (O'Connell, 2006). William Starbuck, professor in
residence at the University of Oregon’s Charles H. Lundquist College of Business argued
that the introduction of that phrase changed how managers thought about what they did
and spurred a new crispness of action and desire for conclusiveness (Griffin, 2013).
Starbuck went on to say, “Policy making could go on and on endlessly, and there are
always resources to be allocated. Decision implies the end of deliberation and the
beginning of action” (Griffin, 2013, p. 2).
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Barnard and other theorists, including Simon, laid the foundation for the study of
managerial decision-making (O'Connell, 2006). The question of who makes decisions
and how have shaped the world’s systems of government, justice, and social order.
Research into risk and organizational behavior emanates from a more practical desire: to
help managers achieve better outcomes. While good decision-making does not guarantee
a good outcome, such pragmatism has paid off.
A growing sophistication with managing risk and a nuanced understanding of
human behavior has improved decision-making (O'Connell, 2006). Complex
circumstances, limited time, and inadequate mental computational power reduce decision
makers to a state of bounded rationality (Simon, 1979). Simon (1979) argued that people
would make economically rational decisions only if they could gather enough
information. However, Tversky and Kahneman (1986) identified factors that cause
people to decide against their economic interest even when they know better.
Criticism. Decision-making is said to be riskless or certain when there is a
determinate relationship between action and payoff (Fjellman, 1976). Among the
characteristics of human experience is the high frequency with which individual men and
women get into situations in which they must say yes or no. Under conditions of risk
and/or uncertainty, in contrast, a person has no sure way of telling which behavior will
achieve the desired results. This creates a two-level task: to order the states of the
environment according to some rules of preference, and to decide upon some strategy that
has a good chance of leading to the desired results.
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Following the maximizing principle, the individual faced with making a
budgetary decision will choose the course of action that results in the best possible future
state (Fjellman, 1976). This position lends itself to the argument that some
superintendents may be predisposed to maximize tax levy revenue, while at the same
time, maximizing, or perhaps exceeding, funding amounts in reserve accounts. This
position appears to be counter to objective decision-making theory, where environmental
and situational evaluations are assessed to arrive at the most beneficial decision for the
organization (Fjellman, 1976).
The maximizing principle requires that the individual choose a course of action
that results in the best possible future state for the organization. What is usually
maximized is something called utility (Fjellman, 1976). In the early stages of normative
decision theory, maximization was taken to operate on objective assessments of states of
the environment (Fjellman, 1976). As a result, with knowledge of an individual’s
resources, general goals, and the constraints in the environment, normative theory would
suggest a course of action that would get the best possible return for that individual
(Fjellman, 1976).
Evidence. Contrary evidence has suggested that people do not make decisions
according to the actual objective states of the environment (Fjellman, 1976). Rather, they
make subjective analyses based on past experiences with similar situations (Fjellman,
1976). If the same kind of decision is made frequently enough, feedback from the results
presumably modifies subsequent decisions.
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Impact on access and equity. This dissertation is designed to examine current
perceptions of Nassau County superintendents in terms of how the tax cap has impacted
school budget development. The decision-making process that has been utilized in the
past 7 years, and the process that is anticipated in the years to come, plays a pivotal role
in determining how the finances of public school districts will be managed and
maintained to preserve valued programs. Perhaps more importantly, the researcher seeks
to examine what impact (if any) the tax levy cap has on budget development by sampling
superintendents in high need/low wealth, low need/high wealth school districts. The
impact of this tax cap has social justice and equity ramifications as the financial burden
appears to be unequally distributed to public school districts based on socioeconomic
make up and the New York State aid formula.
As decision-making theory suggests, environmental factors that executives
consider and assess will have an impact on the decision-making process. There is data to
suggest that such decisions are being made contrary to the actual financial condition of a
school district (Office of the New York State Comptroller, 2016). The researcher seeks to
examine other potential motivating factors superintendents may consider and that may
impact how school budgets are developed and finalized in a new tax cap era.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine Nassau County Superintendent
decision-making factors related to the New York State tax levy cap and the impact it may
be having on budgeting for public education. The study will be driven to explore (a) Do
superintendents believe a funding cliff or financial insolvency is current or imminent; (b)
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Does the tax levy cap influence or impede current and future decisions about public
school budgets; and (c) To what extent have superintendents and boards of educations
developed ways to control costs, manage budget growth, and provide and maintain
student services and educational programs to meet community expectations.
Various constituent groups have strong convictions on the programs they have
been able to establish and benefit from. Their communities would be reticent to learn
that they would could face program reductions due to budget constraints. Parent-teacher
groups, sports booster clubs, and various other stakeholders would be, and have become,
very outspoken and oppositional when learning that the teacher union had negotiated a
wage increase, however minute it may be, when, at the same time, their child’s music,
art, or sports program may be in jeopardy of being cancelled due to limited funding.
As previously described, in the 7 years that have elapsed since the implementation
of the tax levy cap legislation, there are no Nassau County school districts that have
become insolvent. Further, recent audits conducted by the New York State Comptroller’s
office have revealed that many school districts have reserve funds currently over statutory
limits (Office of the New York State Comptroller, 2016). Newspaper reports have
confirmed this surplus as being at the highest levels ever recorded (Hildebrand, 2018).
This qualitative study examined decision-making factors of Nassau County public school
superintendents related to the budget impact of the tax levy. Given the change in
financial climate for local school districts, have these factors changed since 2012 when
the tax levy cap legislation was first implemented? If so, what factors (if any), have
created this change?
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It is of interest to this researcher and the field of public education to assess any
differences that may exist or how the superintendent decision-making process may now
be different or may have evolved while managing a high needs/low wealth district versus
a low need/high wealth district. There are concerns related to inequities that the tax levy
cap has exacerbated in some communities throughout the state, and the social injustice
this legislation represents, especially in high need-low wealth districts. Such inequities
have been argued for many years, as residents in low income communities have
experienced an imbalance of opportunity. New York state is legally obligated to provide
a free and appropriate education for all its school aged residents (NYSASBO, 2014a);
however, this is not possible when some communities are experiencing increased taxes
due to inequities in the state’s funding formulas and the financial responsibility each
community must bear to fund its local school district via property taxes (Chingos, 2017).
Research Questions
When the tax levy cap was first implemented, public school superintendents
voiced concerns about a perceived funding cliff that would bring their districts to the
brink of insolvency. The timeline for this insolvency was forecasted to occur within 2-4
years from the 2012 implementation of the cap. As the tax levy cap legislation now
approaches its 7th year since implementation, financial evidence indicated that school
districts now find themselves with reserves over-funded and year-end fund balances
above the statutory limits. Has the original forecast for this insolvency been shifted to
another 2-4 years in the future, or has this concern dissipated as the state has partially
backfilled the funding deltas with increased state aid? Has the approach to budgeting
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initiated by superintendents, their business officials, and their local boards of education
been altered to offset revenue limitations and minimize reductions and/or cuts to valued
programs? Understanding the current perceptions, how these perceptions impact
superintendent decision-making, and how the budget development process may be
approached in the future will provide valuable knowledge for industry leaders.
Questions that emanated from this research and shaped the final research
questions and this study include the following:
1. What current impressions do school superintendents in New York State have
related to the tax levy cap?
2. How is this impression shaping superintendent decision-making related to
budget development for next year?
3. How is this impression shaping superintendent decision-making related to
budget development over the next several years?
4. Has the superintendent decision-making process changed since 2012 when the
tax levy cap was first implemented?
5. What factors, if any, have created this change in decision-making process?
6. What approaches and steps have superintendents implemented when
evaluating the longer-range financial needs of their districts and will that
create tension between obligated cost drivers such as health insurance,
pension costs, and programmatical support?
From these general questions of interest, the following three research questions
were derived specifically for this study:
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1. Do superintendents believe a funding cliff or financial insolvency is now here
or is still imminent?
2. Since state aid for the past several years has kept pace with the revenue deltas
established due to the funding limitations created by the tax levy cap, is the
tax levy cap influencing or impeding the decision-making process in creating
public school budgets for the upcoming year and several years into the future?
3. Due to other adjustments in budgetary approach, have superintendents and
their boards of education now learned new ways to control costs and to better
manage budget growth while maintaining the student services, programs, and
outcomes their communities have come to expect?
There is significant turnover of superintendents in New York State each year
(Goot, 2016). At the beginning of the 2018-19 school year, eight new superintendents
were starting in their positions. The year prior, 11 new superintendents began in their
positions. This turnover could yield a weakness in this research study as some new
superintendents may not have been in the same role in 2012, when the tax levy cap
legislation was first enacted; however, these superintendents were typically in an assistant
superintendent role prior to assuming their new role as superintendent, and as such, were
likely to have direct experience and an active role in their education systems when the tax
levy cap was first rolled out.
Potential Significance of the Study
School district governance is an essential component as public education is the
largest business in the United States in relation to the number of people employed and the
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budgeted dollars involved (Brimley, 2012). School boards are responsible for
governance and policy making and have an obligation to the communities that elect them
to be aligned with the mission, goals, and objectives established for the district they
serve. According to Baldwin (1995), the success of a school district is directly correlated
to an understanding and acceptance of its mission and philosophy. School boards that are
considered high performing and effective have the capability to maintain resources and
raise student achievement.
To improve effectiveness, a board must know its performance level and how to
evaluate and reflect on its actions concerning policies, strategic plans, goals, and
objectives. The board must also be confident enough to initiate and accept its own
professional development plans to further the knowledge base for all members and the
high-level administrative team (Hughes, 2001). Carver (2001) wrote:
Unless a board masters the art of speaking as a group, it has little power to lead. A
board speaks with one voice, or it does not speak at all. Yet, most nonprofit and
public boards fail to speak with an unambiguous, single voice. (p. 133)
Individual board members and superintendents regularly form impressions of the
positions of their colleagues by trying to identify a group voice by listening to the
exchange among board members (Carver, 2001). This interpretation of a board’s will
through individual voices is a shortcoming and can only result in some individuals
asserting a singular voice on specific issues. The governing body should be allowed to
control its own unified expression, rather than have it interpreted. Boards use voting to
impart a voice to the group that is different from a collection of individual voices. A
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single group voice does not signify unanimity among the individual voices (Carver,
2001). Members of a governing body should not be expected to continually agree;
instead, their obligation is to bring multiple, and sometimes disparate views to the table
for discussion and deliberation (Carver, 2001). Individual board members have no
individual organizational power when they speak in a capacity they had prior to and
irrespective of the board (Carver, 2001).
Definitions of Terms
This researcher has outlined the definition of terms used, which are familiar to
those in the education industry. These definitions provide the reader with more insight
and context into the problem and variables that surround the issue.
Board of Education – the governing body of a public-school district responsible
for governance and policy making (NYSSBA, 2017).
Budget Process – this is an annual operational task for a school district that will
start in November and culminate with the board of education adopting the proposed
budget by resolution in April. This budget is then voted on by community members in
May of each year (NYSASBO, 2014b).
Constituents – refers to various stakeholders in any community. These are
community members that have a vested interest in how the school district is managed and
the resources it needs to operate (New York State Assembly, 2011).
Deltas – a term used to define the difference between resources needed, and those
available to meet those needs (NYSASBO, 2014b).
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Educational Programs – this term refers to various curriculum components that
make up a student’s day-to-day learning. Each program a school district implements
comes with a cost for supplies and materials as well as the teacher to lead and run the
class (NYSCOSS, 2016)
Educationally Insolvent – when a school district reaches a financial turning point
and cannot fund the programs or services, the district either has established or wishes to
establish insolvency to serve the best interests of their students and the community
(NYSCOSS, 2016).
Financially Insolvent – when a school district reaches the point that it can no
longer fund its operations and has an inability to pay its bills (NYSCOSS, 2016).
Funding Cliff – a colloquial reference made by superintendents in public
education referring to a school district’s inability to raise the revenue needed to fund its
operations due to the imposition of the tax levy cap legislation. Superintendents insisted
that within a period of a few years, districts would be forced over a cliff due to their
inability to fund operations (NYSASBO, 2014).
High Need/Low Wealth – of the 56 public school districts in Nassau County, each
district is designated in one of three categories: high need/low wealth, low need/high
wealth, and average need/average wealth. These categories are published in a report
provided by the New York State Education Department entitled The Needs/Resource
Index. High Need/Low Wealth references a school district with a high need student
population requiring additional student services for various social, emotional, and
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additional educational needs in a community that has lower average income and property
wealth (NYSDOE, 2012).
Low Need/High Wealth – of the these categories published in a report provided by
the New York State Education Department entitled The Needs/Resource Index, Low
Need/High Wealth references a school district with a lower need student populations that
do not require the additional student supports in a community that has higher average
income and property wealth (NYSDOE, 2012).
Mandates – these are programs, procedures, reporting requirements, and various
protocols that the New York State Education Department dictates to school districts to be
implemented; yet, there are no financial resources or funding provided by the state to
offset the expenses local school districts incur to implement mandates (NYSASBO,
2015).
Needs/Resource Index – an index categorizing all local school districts into
categories based on wealth factors. There are three primary categories. The first
category is high need/low wealth, which means the student population and community do
not have the resources needed to provide the services required for their students. These
types of communities will rely heavily on state aid revenue to fund their operations, as
the tax base is incapable of funding the operations through the tax levy. The second
category is low need/high wealth, which relates to communities with greater wealth based
on both income levels and property values. These communities typically have the
resources needed to service the needs of their students and rely heavily on the tax levy to
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fund their operations. The third category is average need/average wealth, which places
need and wealth directly on an average through the community (NYSDOE, 2012).
Reserve Funds – these are separate accounts that a school district has established
for very specific purposes. There are several categories of reserve funds, such as (a)
capital reserve, used only to fund capital construction projects throughout a district; (b)
unemployment reserve, which would be used to offset budgetary expenses incurred with
unemployment benefits; and (c) worker’s compensation reserve, used to offset expenses
related to workers’ compensation claims in a district, which can help a district better
manage its expenses in this category and keep premium payments more manageable over
many years (NYSASBO, 2014a).
School Business Official – a high-level school district administrator serving in the
capacity of chief financial officer of the organization. This position is commonly referred
to as an assistant superintendent for finance and operations, or for business and
administration. The position reports directly to the school superintendent and is
responsible for managing the budget development process and the districts operations
(NYSASBO, 2014a).
State Aid – revenue that local school districts receive from New York State in the
form of aid. There are several categories of aid, which would include, but are not limited
to, (a) expense driven aids, where a district must first spend its resources to then receive
aid on those expenses in the following fiscal year; (b) categorical aids, such as high cost
aid related to the costs associated with servicing a special education population; and (c)
primary aid, or the foundation aid that is determined by a complicated formula
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established by the state and represents the largest piece of the aid package received by
school districts (Fiscal Policy Institute, 2017).
Tax Levy Cap – initially passed into law in 2012, this legislation established a
limit on how much local municipalities could increase their tax levy on the local
community they serve (New York State Assembly, 2011).
Tax Levy – local school districts represent a local taxing authority in the
community they serve. The district and their governing board of education have the
authority to create a tax levy on its residents in order to raise a portion of the revenue
needed to operate the school district. The tax levy is the actual amount assessed on
community residents and businesses (New York State Assembly, 2011).
Unrestricted Fund Balance – this specific reserve relates to appropriations that
are unspent at the end of a fiscal year. The New York State Comptroller’s office has
established a ceiling on the amount in this reserve calculated as 4% of the ensuing years’
expense budget. This fund is primarily used to guard against unforeseen expenses that
could arise during a fiscal year, after the budget has already been adopted (NYSASBO,
2014a).
Chapter Summary
In an ongoing review of the literature, two main themes have come to the
forefront with regard to the perceived impact of the tax levy cap legislation. First, the
past perceptions of superintendents across the state have suggested that the funding cliff
was imminent, and that school district insolvency would become commonplace. This
perception was extended by local school boards as they work cohesively with their
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instructional leader in forecasting their longer-range financial budgets based on
community needs. In contrast, the governor and New York State legislators claim the tax
levy cap as a victory in curbing out of control costs in the New York State educational
system. This position was supported by recent audits by the New York State
Comptroller’s Office on the financial condition of school districts across the state who
have exhibited little to no erosion in their reserve balances or year-end fund balance,
despite the perceptions originally expressed by superintendents and professional
organizations in 2012.
This research study was designed to add to the body of knowledge pertaining to
the current perceptions of superintendents related to the tax levy cap. As the funding cliff
originally forecasted has not become a reality, it is important to understand how these
perceptions may have changed since the inception of the cap, or in contrast, may have
been extended to a new forecasted time in the future. This understanding may help
superintendents, their boards of education, and the communities they serve manage their
approach and expectations to public school budget development in the years to come.

27

Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
Introduction and Purpose
This literature review categorizes previous research and reports on the tax levy
cap, reports and studies that outline and elaborate on the perceived funding cliff,
professional association findings related to budget reductions that have been made as a
result of the implementation of the tax levy cap (NYSASBO, 2014a), details of audits
that outline the financial practices and conditions of local school districts, and comment
on fund balance and reserve accounts that are either fully funded, or actually exceed the
statutory limits established by the comptroller’s office (Office of the New York State
Comptroller, 2017, 2018).
On June 24, 2011, the State of New York enacted new tax cap legislation when
Governor Andrew Cuomo signed Chapter 97 of the Laws of 2011 into law. According to
the New York Department of Taxation (New York State Assembly, 2011), the law was
established to limit overall growth in the property tax levy among local governments,
including school districts, to 2%, or the rate of inflation, whichever is less (Hakim, 2011).
The tax cap applies to all independent school districts and all local governments outside
the cities of New York, Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse, and Yonkers. This law broadly
applies to property taxes that support local governments, including special districts that
are independently governed. Also included are special districts that are established,
governed, and administered by another municipality. According to Chang and Wen
(2014), the actual formula to calculate allowable growth is complex, as the New York
State Comptroller has oversight over some adjustments local governments can make
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regarding limited exemptions for torts and pensions. Municipalities are only permitted to
exceed their tax levy limit by overriding the legislation locally with a 60% supermajority
vote from its elected officials. Thus, school districts may only override the cap with a
supermajority (60%) of local voters within each community.
The onset of this new legislation and the potential financial ramifications for
public school districts, in terms of budgeting, continues to be the source of much
consternation by local school superintendents. Due to limitations resulting from this new
legislation, budgeting for valued programs in local communities was suddenly
jeopardized (NYSASBO, 2014a). Communities were now faced with the challenge of
potentially having to prioritize and even choose among their most valued programs to
determine which programs future budgets would be able to sustain. This new limit on
overall growth in the property tax levy for local governments to 2% or the rate of
inflation, whichever is less, became a daunting proposition (Hakim, 2011). Further,
frustration levels among local school officials increased as they perceived the previous
legislation pertaining to local school budget increases already represented a tax levy
limit. In summary, prior to the tax levy cap of 2012, if a school budget was rejected by
local voters, the increase would be limited to 4%, or 120% of the Consumer Price Index
(CPI), whichever was less. This voting structure left full control of the budget approval
process with local voters (NYSASBO, 2014b).
Review of the Literature
Research conducted by the New York State Council of School Superintendents
(2012) revealed that with the onset of the new tax levy cap legislation, school
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superintendents now maintained the perception that a funding cliff was imminent and
school districts would become financially insolvent within 2-4 years. As the New York
State tax cap was being implemented, both the New York State Council of School
Superintendents (NYSCSS) and the New York State Association of School Business
Officials (NYSASBO) conducted studies to analyze the potential impact of this new tax
cap legislation. Superintendents and school business officials who were surveyed
predicted a fiscally and educationally grim outcome pertaining to the effects of the tax
cap on the ability to generate revenue to maintain school district solvency and to address
significant cost drivers in a public-school system budget. These significant cost drivers
would include budgeted categories, such as mandated retirement pension costs and
healthcare contributions negotiated through the collective bargaining process.
This research examines decision-making factors of Nassau County
superintendents related to how the tax cap has impacted school budget development.
Various motivating factors come into consideration as a superintendent is faced with
different pressures from constituent groups within the community. The superintendent
reports directly to a board of education in each component school district. This board is
typically comprised of between five to nine members who are voted onto the board by
each local community. The primary responsibility of each board is for governance and
policy making of the organization. The nature of their relationship with the
superintendent, positioned as the CEO of the organization, is a critical one. The board,
with potentially five to nine disparate perspectives and opinions on matters related to the
operation of the school district, represents the first, and a critical constituent group for the
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superintendent. Teachers and various support staff will have opinions regarding the dayto-day operations of the district, as will local community businesses and civic
associations. Finally, primary stakeholder groups for the school system include the
parents of attending students and the students themselves.
These constituent groups all have a specific and different lens through which they
look towards the school operation, creating the need for a delicate balancing act by the
superintendent to execute the vision, goals, and objectives of the school district. Such
factors may shape a superintendent’s various perceptions through different frames that
represent the contrasting perspectives that are held within the community.
A frame is a mental model – a set of ideas and assumptions that you carry with
you to help you understand and negotiate in a situation (Bolman & Deal, 2017). Good
frames provide an easier guide to know what you are up against and what you ultimately
can do about it. Bolman and Deal (2017) suggested that each frame can be powerful and
coherent. Looking at any situation from multiple points of view allows one to reframe
and gain clarity of the situation and find options that can produce more meaningful
results (Bolman & Deal, 2017).
According to Bolman and Deal (2017), there are four frames rooted in both
managerial and social science. The structural frame approach focuses on the architecture
of the organization and is grounded in rules, roles, goals, and policies. The human
resource frame emphasizes the understanding of people and their strengths and
weaknesses, reasons and emotions, desires and fears. The political frame positions
organizations as competitive arenas with scarce resources, competing interests, and
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struggles for power and advantage. Finally, the symbolic frame focuses on issues of
meaning and faith. This frame places ritual, ceremony, and culture at the heart of the
organization.
Upon reviewing the frames researched and reported by Bolman and Deal (2017),
three of the frames come to the surface and are of interest related to the research topic.
First, the human resource frame focuses on the emotions of various stakeholders
throughout the community that have competing, but relevant, interests in lobbying for the
budget priorities that will manifest themselves in an environment of diminishing financial
resources; concerns, and perhaps fears, related to the existing programs that are
threatened and have a direct impact on students would fall into this framework (Bolman
& Deal, 2017). Second, the political frame relates directly to the power, conflict,
competition, and politics at the state and federal level, and maintains its roots in the
political rhetoric that exists from state lawmakers who cite concerns over teacher pay,
pension, insurance costs, and quality of instruction, while at the same time increasing
educational mandates and reporting requirements, which increase the very costs
associated with education (Bolman & Deal, 2017).
Finally, the symbolic frame pertains to how a superintendent might approach the
decision-making process when evaluating key factors related to decision-making on
budget proposals. How does a superintendent form an opinion related to budget
development in a situation of limited resources with so many competing interests
emanating from the community? Such competing interests are intertwined in the
emotions of the human resource frame, while at the same time being immersed in local
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politics with potential outcomes that impact the symbolic nature of the ultimate budget
decisions. Is one program somehow more important than another? Are the students and
their associated work in various programs somehow more valued or more important than
others?
There have been many reports and studies conducted since the creation of the
New York State tax cap legislation in 2012. Most of these reports have described the
funding cliff as the most primary concern of superintendents and education pundits and
have suggested that district insolvency was on the horizon within 2-4 years.
Superintendents and professional associations researched, created, and published reports
that have indicated educational and financial insolvency on the immediate horizon
(NYSASBO, 2014b). However, the tax levy cap in New York State is now 7 years old,
and yet there are no districts in Nassau County that have gone insolvent. Further, the
New York State Comptroller’s Office is finding, in report after report, audit after audit,
and district after district, that the year-end financial condition and the fund balances and
reserve accounts are predominantly overfunded, and in many cases are exceeding
statutory limits (Office of the New York State Comptroller, 2017, 2018).
Coupled with the funding cliff forecasts, there are concerns for an equity injustice
based on how the New York State tax levy cap formula was originally designed. In the
era of increasing scrutiny related to school finances and state aid, adequacy and equity
remains a critical concern for school leaders, for policy makers, and for stakeholders in
the United States (Gergis, 2016). Over the last century, educational financing
mechanisms have transformed as populations have increased and changed. In New York
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State and across the nation, funding for education responded to student needs, population,
wealth, and political undercurrents. As student needs became identified as a predictor of
achievement, litigation challenging the efficacy, adequacy, and equity of funding
mechanisms became more prevalent (Campaign for Fiscal Equity, 2011). Despite the
outcome and court rulings in litigations, these factors continue to provide the basis for
discussions regarding educational equity and adequacy in New York State.
As an example, if school district A represents a high need/low wealth district with
a total expenditure budget of $175,000,000, and a tax levy amount of $87,000,000, a 2%
cap on the levy represents an increase in revenue of $1,740,000. In a low need/high
wealth district with a total expenditure budget of $150,000,000, the tax levy may reach
the amount of $120,000,000. In this example, the tax levy is far greater (as a ratio)
compared to total budget, as the community can afford a greater expense to support the
educational needs for their children. As a result, a 2% cap on that levy represents an
increase in revenue of $2,400,000. Consequently, in the community where need is less,
and wealth is greater, due to the existing tax cap formula in New York State, the
community has the ability to raise $660,000 more than the high need/low wealth district
leaving those students at a greater disadvantage and creating social inequity solely based
on zip code.
If the tax levy cap were based on the total expenditure budget, the ability to
increase revenue would be distributed more equally across district boundaries and would
be based more closely on the pupil expenditures and district size, rather than on wealth
and need. In this example, the same high need/low wealth school district would be able
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to raise an additional $1,760,000 above a cap that is based on levy. This additional
funding would provide greater equity across school district boundaries.
Impact on public school budgeting. Chang and Wen (2014) suggested that
without additional state aid or mandate relief, local governments with property tax caps
make more drastic service cuts and increase revenues through overrides and user fees.
Cavanaugh (2013) reported that expense driven mandates have exacerbated the delta
between expenses and revenue created by limiting revenue sources without being able to
supplant those sources with new revenue streams. The Affordable Healthcare Act is one
such example that poses additional financial challenges for school districts; most school
districts in New York State are considered large employers (defined as having 50 or more
employees), as outlined in the act, and are now required to provide health insurance to
employees that meet certain criteria (Cavanaugh, 2013).
School districts are required to abide by the regulations established in New York
State law pertaining to the Triborough Amendment and the Taylor law. These two laws
require school districts to honor the existing terms and conditions of a collective
bargaining agreement, while engaging in good faith negotiations with their unions
(Cavanaugh, 2013). The implications are paramount for both employers and their
employees, as the ramification of increased costs would motivate employers to seek
greater contributions from employees for their health care costs, while keeping salaries at
a minimum to allow budget allocations to shift to other program needs.
Functionality and effectiveness of board governance. Leaders in public
education have found that well-designed board subcommittees can serve as very effective
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governing engines producing many important outcomes (Eadie, 2005). According to
Williams (1998), school board members must collaborate with school district
administrators, leadership, and the financial officers to develop knowledge and
understanding of school district finances. The creation of subcommittees provides a
productive platform to divide the time, commitment, and labor involved in governing the
organization into a more manageable process, enabling board members to take deeper
dives into governance matters with greater attention to detail than is possible with full
board involvement (Eadie, 2005). As a result, the quality of board decision-making is
improved and each board member is better prepared for discussions at the full board
meetings. Eadie (2005) also surmised that committee work builds governing expertise
throughout the board, while at the same time providing greater job satisfaction and
alignment with the board’s ownership and commitment in decision-making. Board
decisions that are recommended and supported by subcommittees demonstrate deeper
commitment and ownership and are a consequence of being built at the sub-committee
level (Eadie, 2005). The rationale behind this shared decision-making authority is that
increased ownership and commitment among the stakeholders will be created while
decision-making is maintained at the local level, thus supporting board decisions that are
more responsive to the specific needs of constituents and the individual school
circumstances (Hamel, 2007).
The budget development and approval process are the responsibility of a board of
education’s governance oversight in a school district. Each board, in each community,
has a fiduciary responsibility for governance and shared decision-making which includes
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in-depth knowledge of the ongoing financial condition and forecasting for the district.
Expenses tied to mandates, benefits, program budgeting, and the longer-range forecasting
needed to meet the established objectives and vision of the organization are critical
factors to evaluate in the decision-making process (Mohrman, 1996).
Following this model and organizational chart flow, decision-making is then
extended through the ranks to stakeholders who are not normally involved in the firsthand decisions, such as teachers and parents. Lawler’s (1985) research suggested highly
involved management is entirely suitable for service organizations that engage in what is
known as knowledge production. Lawler’s research also focused on successful business
models of decision-making, predominantly situated in the private sector. Odden (1995)
provided the rationale for highly involved management shared decision-making, specific
to school site management.
Odden (1995) identified seven high involvement components that must be in
place for a management team to be operating at peak effectiveness: power, knowledge,
information, goals, leadership, resources, and rewards. Of these components, Mohrman
(1994) suggested that there were four organizational resources that employees must have
along with the latitude and authority to be able to create high performing organizations.
The components outlined included power, knowledge, information, and rewards
(Mohrman, 1994). Power was defined as being a necessary but insufficient condition,
with the note that employees must have power, especially in the areas of budgeting and
staffing, and be able to make decisions that influence the organization’s operations,
policies, and long-term vision (Mohrman, 1994). Knowledge, which was defined as a
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component that enables employees to understand and contribute to organizational
performance, includes the technical knowledge to perform the job or provide the service,
the business knowledge to manage the organization, and the interpersonal skills to allow
collaboration and working collectively as a team (Mohrman, 1994). Information was
defined by Mohrman as being centered on the performance of the organization.
Information is a general term to include data related to operations, such as revenue,
expenses, profits and cost structure, customer feedback to gauge satisfaction, and
performance metrics to assess performance comparisons with other competitive or related
entities (Mohrman, 1994). Lastly, rewards was defined by Mohrman as a resource to be
provided for meeting specific outcomes related to the operation, which could include a
compensation structure that allows alignment with specific benchmarks and outcomes in
performance. Employees within the organization may be compensated based on various
knowledge and skill sets the organization deems of value to help achieve its mission and
goals (Mohrman, 1994).
Strategic planning in the educational setting. Strategic planning in education is
an essential element of an organization’s approach for sustaining the educational needs
for a well-trained future workforce (McCune, 1986). McCune’s (1986) research
suggested that economic restructuring, the scope and nature of work, power positions that
influence society, patterns of employment, and the makeup of the work force, all play a
critical role as external forces that affect or influence educational systems. McCune went
further to suggest how these areas all pose challenges to educational systems, postulating
that economic factors will have certain effects on education and training. It is interesting
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to note that the nature of work within the United States has certainly changed
significantly, creating a shift in the type of skills the workforce needs to secure
employment. These factors lead to an increased demand for education and training
(Johnson, 2004).
According to Johnson (2004), strategic planning in education at the school district
and individual school level is a continuous, significantly time-consuming, and laborintensive process. Changes on the federal, state, and local level require ongoing planning
and support and need to be reviewed and adjusted on a regular basis. Paying close
attention to these strategic initiatives can pay significant dividends, as the organization
can plan and allocate dwindling and limited resources carefully, create ongoing or
evolving efficiencies throughout its schools, and communicate the vision and strategic
plan to its community and various stakeholders (Johnson, 2004).
Strategic thinking and having the opportunity to develop options in the
organizational plans are important components to implementing a vision and forecastbased plan (Hines, 2006). Hines (2006) suggested methods and created a model using a
six step process as a method to identify and implement strategic plans. The research by
Hines outlined six steps for an organization to create deliverables on their strategic plans:
framing, scanning, forecasting, visioning, planning, and acting. Hines defined these
components as (a) framing that defines the scope and concentration of problems requiring
strategic foresight, explores the future to understand the present situation, and allows for
a measurement of objectives; (b) scanning, which refers to the studying of the internal
and external environments for information and trends that could be related to an issue; (c)
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forecasting, which represents the main idea of a method, identifies the primary
components of a specific issue, and also recognizes the main points beyond the control of
the organization and drafts and implements the necessary strategies to address those
issues; (d) visioning that anticipates the outcome of the forecast and outlines what the
organization would like to achieve, or the position it seeks to be in for the future; (e)
planning that creates the pathways to achieve the established goals and objectives; and (f)
action that converts the vision and forecasting into specific action items that will lead to
achievement of the goal.
Property taxes as a focal point. Property tax has been regarded as an accurate
assessment of the wealth of citizens living in the United States. According to Brimley
(2012), taxes, in general, are considered fair if they have progressive features with a
larger percentage of the burden falling on those citizens with higher incomes. Following
an ability-to-pay principle, property tax within local communities was utilized as the
funding mechanism to fund public schools and operate other municipal services within a
town, city, and local government. This structure of taxation was perceived as desirable
due to several characteristics, such as the operation as a direct tax, the ease of
collectability, local control, an impossibility to avoid, generational productivity, and the
ability to provide direct linkage between wealth and property value (Brimley, 2012).
Individual states have attempted to address disparities in homeowner income and
property tax burden by providing property tax relief for certain groups of taxpayers (Eom,
2004). There have also been plans to safeguard certain classes of taxpayers utilizing
mechanisms referred to as circuit breakers and homestead exemptions. These strategies
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have been utilized by certain states to ease the burden of property taxes. States have used
these types of programs to assure that property taxes for people with low incomes do not
exceed the stated portion of their income, regardless of the value of their property, or
reduce the taxable assessment of residential property. As of 2007, 34 states had
implemented a variation of a circuit breaker program and over 40 states utilize a
homestead exemption (Brimley, 2012).
The tax levy cap legislation has, in effect, taken decision-making control away
from local voters and has limited funding resources available to public education. The
Governor’s bill effectively eliminated annual voter referendums on proposed school
district budgets, replacing them with votes on proposed tax levies (NYSCSS, 2016).
With the new tax levy cap legislation in place, for a school district to exceed the cap,
voters would have to approve proposed budgets by a 60% supermajority vote (McMahon,
2011).
To finance public education in the state of New York, there are two major
revenue sources: local taxes and state aid. With the advent of the tax cap, both are now
controlled by New York State legislators in Albany. There are two primary drivers of
new costs: mandates and benefits/pensions. Again, both are controlled by New York
State legislators in Albany (NYSCSS, 2016).
When the tax levy cap was first implemented, public school superintendents were
outspoken, expressing concerns regarding socioeconomic inequities and the viability of
their school districts to maintain educational programs with such financial limitations
(NYSCSS, 2012). A study conducted by the NYSCSS (2012) discovered perceptions
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were established by superintendents indicating that a funding cliff was imminent due to
the new tax levy cap legislation and that all districts were headed in that direction. The
study claimed it was only a matter of time, perhaps 2-4 years before all districts would
become insolvent.
As the literature and data thus far has demonstrated, in the 7 years that have
elapsed since the implementation of the tax levy cap legislation, no Nassau County
school districts have become insolvent. Contrary to the past reported perceptions of
school superintendents and the overriding concerns related to heading toward the funding
cliff and approaching financial insolvency among districts, there have been several recent
audits conducted by the New York State Comptroller’s Office suggesting the financial
health of districts. These financial audits on local school districts in various
socioeconomic categories have reported public school districts maintaining healthy
reserve fund balances, and in some cases, school districts have been found to be overfunded, in violation of New York State statutes (Office of the New York State
Comptroller, 2016).
The formula used to calculate the tax levy cap is compounding the revenue
limitations created by the cap. This formula and how it is applied has further exacerbated
the limitations of revenue for public education and has created funding inequities,
especially for low wealth/high need school districts. Yinger (2012) wrote that the New
York State tax cap is “profoundly unfair because the tax levy limit is a percentage on the
levy” (p. 1). Therefore, the higher the levy amount, which is demonstrated in a high
wealth/low needs school district, the greater the shift in the burden of funding district
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operations to the local taxpayers, as opposed to the state aid received (Vaccaro-Teich,
2017). This formula creates a disparity between wealthier districts with higher tax levies,
and those poorer districts with lower tax levies and more revenue coming from state aid.
For example, to further illustrate the inequity created by the tax levy cap formula,
a wealthy district has a total tax levy of $91,000,000 with a total enrollment of 3,200
students, which equates to $28,438 in tax levy dollars per pupil. A 2% increase allows
this district to raise an additional $1,820,000 for the subsequent year, or roughly an
additional $580 per pupil. In contrast, the low wealth/high need district with a total tax
levy of $87,000,000 and a total enrollment of 7,200 students is funding per pupil
expenditures with $12,083 in tax levy dollars. With the same 2% tax levy increase cap,
this district is limited to raising $1,740,000. With that enrollment, the increase only
translates to an additional $241 per pupil. This disparity demonstrates an inherent
inequity in the state’s formula for funding public education. It also represents a social
injustice for low wealth/high needs districts, which are unable to fund budget increases at
the same level as their higher wealth neighbors, simply because of the zip code they
reside in.
The literature review revealed that the history of funding public education in the
United States is not equitable or adequate. Local property taxes levied by local school
districts represent the majority of revenue sources, or funding streams for school districts
(Vaccaro-Teich, 2017). As property values vary widely across different zip codes and
school districts, such values create a disparity in per-pupil expenditures. Funding for
public education has been a civic responsibility of each state and its citizens. Despite
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court decisions related to underfunding for public education (Campaign for Fiscal Equity,
2011), many states, including New York, have declared the funding for public education
to be inadequate to address the current needs of children. In addition, many states have
neglected to implement state aid increases or new programs to resolve the issue. As a
consequence of these inequities, there are schools throughout the United States that are
wealthy in resources, while others are struggling and unable to provide a sound basic
education, rendering them virtually educationally insolvent.
Further stressing the matter is the issue of high property taxes and the demand by
local taxpayers for some sort of relief from the tax burdens they are under. This stress
point complicates the ability to fund the school district in an adequate fashion. In
response to pressures created from local communities to create some method of tax relief,
many states have now instituted new legislation that limits tax levy increases. Political
leaders have succumbed to the pressures of their constituents, despite studies that have
indicated that tax levy limit legislation does not work effectively. Research has
demonstrated that the tax levy cap creates further disparities between wealthy and lowincome communities due to the limitations in the formula, which bases the cap on the
levy, instead of total expenditures (Vaccaro-Teich, 2017).
Current financial status of school districts. Since the onset of the tax cap
legislation, the New York State Comptroller’s Office (OSC) began monitoring the fiscal
condition of municipalities in New York State and has created a fiscal stress monitoring
system that identifies the fiscal health, and potential stress factors of local governments
and school districts. This monitoring system can also reveal any municipalities or school
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districts that may be susceptible to fiscal stress. Data utilized for making this assessment
is taken directly from the year-end financials that are provided by each entity. The OSC
analyzes the circumstances and the financial condition of each entity using certain criteria
and defines the category of fiscal stress as the local government’s or school district’s
ability to generate enough revenue within its current fiscal year to meet its financial
obligations and expenditures.
The Fiscal Stress Monitoring System developed by the OSC evaluates local
municipalities and school districts based on both financial and environmental factors.
Each financial factor utilized within the monitoring system is calculated using annual
financial data that is compiled and submitted to the OSC each year. These reports are
referred to as an ST-3 for school districts, and the Annual Update document, as provided
by each local government. A score is calculated for each financial indicator and
compiled into an overall score for each municipality and school district. This information
is made available to the public and is being widely reported on each year by various news
media outlets (Office of the New York State Comptroller, 2014).
Contrary to the past reported perceptions of school superintendents and the
overriding concern of heading towards the funding cliff and districts approaching
financial insolvency, there have been several recent audits conducted by the New York
State OSC suggesting financial health. These financial audits on local school districts in
various socioeconomic categories are a matter of public record once they have been
released and have reported public school districts maintaining healthy reserve fund
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balances, and in some cases, being over-funded, in violation of New York State statutes
(Office of the New York State Comptroller, 2016).
In one such district, classified as a low wealth-high needs district, the New York
State OSC found that the district’s unrestricted fund balance was as much as 12% of the
ensuing year’s budget, or more than three times the legal limit. In another Nassau
County district classified as a high wealth-low needs district, the New York State OSC
found the district overfunded six of their reserve funds by over $30 million and that
budget appropriations were over estimated by over $30 million over a 3-year period
(Office of the New York State Comptroller, 2017). In this district, the unrestricted fund
balance ranged from 5.9% - 6.5% of the subsequent year’s budget, ranging from 2-2.5%
above the legal limit.
In October 2017, the New York State OSC issued an audit report covering the
budgeting practice and reserve funds of the Massapequa Union Free School District.
With a 2016-17 general operating budget of approximately $190 million, the audit report
found that the district had adopted budgets for fiscal years 2013-14 through 2015-16 that
resulted in overestimating appropriations totaling $24.9 million. The report also found
that the board had appropriated $3.1 million for their appropriated fund balance from
2012-2013 through the 2014-15 fiscal years to offset the subsequent years tax levy, but it
was never used. Finally, this audit report determined that three of the District’s six
reserve accounts were overfunded.
Findings in the audit of the financial condition of the Plainedge Union Free
School District (Office of the New York State Comptroller, 2018) demonstrate the
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contradiction of perception versus reality: district officials overestimated expenditures by
a total of more than $15 million (6%) for fiscal years 2013-14 through 2015-16, the
appropriated fund balance was not always needed to finance operations because the
district had a total of $2.5 million in operating surpluses in two of the three subsequent
fiscal years.
The appropriated fund balance is a budget line that is used specifically to offset
the subsequent year’s tax levy. If this amount is not utilized in the execution of the
budget, the amount then would be classified as a surplus at the end of the fiscal year
(Office of the New York State Comptroller, 2018). The report by the New York State
OSC concluded by stating, “Budgeting practices that continually overestimate
expenditures may result in the accumulation and retention of excessive funds, resulting in
tax levies that are higher than necessary.” Newsday, a regional newspaper outlet that
serves the community ran a headline that read “Audit: Plainedge school district illegally
amassed millions. Plainedge officials overestimated expenses by more than $15 million
over three consecutive years, a state report found” (Newsday, 2018).
Audits such as these create skepticism for communities and tax-payers who have
listened to superintendents, boards of education, and various media outlets explain the
imminent funding cliff and the need to reduce programs or make reductions in staffing
due to limitations in funding for school district operations. However, communities are
left with the cynical sentiment regarding these reductions to highly valued programs,
while reserve accounts and fund balances appear to have grown, and, according to the
New York State OSC, appear to be over funded in a time when financial resources are
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supposed to be at a minimum. Supporting the increased cynicism in local communities, a
recent Newsday article claimed that Long Island schools' cash reserves hit a $2.4 billion
dollar high (Hildebrand, 2018). From the aforementioned frames outlined, this contrast
presents a quandary of credibility and transparency for superintendents, their boards of
education, and the communities they serve.
Chapter Summary
The decision-making process that has been followed by superintendents in the
past 7 years, and the process that is anticipated in the years to come, plays a pivotal role
in determining how the finances of public-school districts will be managed and
maintained to preserve valued programs. Examining the impact (if any) of tax levy cap
on budget development by sampling superintendents in high need/low wealth and low
need/high wealth school districts provides insight on how these different districts may be
managed and the potential disparity that exists in funding depending on wealth factors in
different communities.
The impact of this tax cap has social justice and inequity ramifications, as the
financial burden appears to be unequally distributed to public school districts based on
socioeconomic makeup and the New York State aid formula. It has been reported that
the tax levy cap has created greater disparities between the wealthier communities, which
may be more inclined to override the cap, if necessary, to gain access to higher quality
services that poorer communities remain unable to attain (Chang, 2014). In addition,
research has suggested that tax levy caps are a catalyst for lower student test scores,
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higher dropout rates, and reductions in professional development and teacher
preparedness programs (Lyons, 2007).
In reports issued by the Fiscal Policy Institute (2015) and the New York State
Educational Conference Board (2015), several recommendations were made for changes
in the New York State tax levy cap legislation. These recommendations included to (a)
redesign the override requirement for a simple majority approval, rather than a
supermajority of 60% of the voters; (b) modify the restrictive 0% contingent budget cap
for schools – by definition, if an override vote fails twice, there is a 0% increase in the
levy; (c) make the allowable levy growth factor a consistent 2% and allow upward
adjustments if the rate of inflation is higher; (d) allow a factor for increases in enrollment;
(e) allow for the carryover of unused tax levy to subsequent years; (f) allow for
emergency expenses to be excluded from the tax cap; and (g) exclude capital
improvement expenses.
Governor Cuomo issued a report in 2015 reflecting on the result of the property
tax cap entitled Results. Success. Savings and declared the tax levy cap legislation to be
successful on behalf of taxpayers throughout the state (Office of Governor Andrew M.
Cuomo, 2015). In contrast, a report issued by the Fiscal Policy Institute (2015) declared
there has not been sufficient time nor the collection of enough data to determine the
success of the cap and its impact on services. In a study conducted by the New York
State Association of School Business Officials (NYSASBO, 2016), school districts have
reduced services and fund balances to stay under the cap.
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Decision-making theory suggests environmental factors that executives consider
will have a correlated impact on the decision-making process. Data suggests (Office of
the New York State Comptroller, 2014, 2016, 2017, 2018) decisions are made contrary to
a school districts’ actual financial condition. Prior research examined potential
motivating factors superintendents may consider that may impact how school budgets are
developed and finalized in a new tax cap era.
Chapter 3 provides the research design methodology, which includes the research
questions, overall research design, context, participants, instruments, and procedures used
in data collection and analysis.
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Chapter 3: Research Design Methodology
Introduction
This research examined decision-making related to the tax levy cap and its impact
on school budget development among school superintendents in Nassau County. Various
motivating factors come into consideration when a superintendent is faced with different
pressures from constituent groups within the community. The superintendent reports
directly to the board of education in each local school district. The board is typically
comprised of five to nine members who are voted to the position by each local
community. Each board is responsible for the governance and policy making of the
organization. The board’s relationship with the superintendent, who functions as the
CEO of the organization, is a critical one. The board, with potentially five to nine
disparate perspectives and opinions on matters related to the operation of the school
district, represents the first important constituent group for the superintendent. Teachers
and various support staff will have opinions regarding the day-to-day operations of the
district, as will local community businesses and civic associations. Parents of attending
students and the students themselves are primary stakeholders.
Each constituent group has a specific and different lens through which to view the
operation of the school. This requires a delicate balancing act, which the superintendent
must engage in to execute the vision, goals, and objectives of the school district. There is
a context for how and why these pressures and contrasting perspectives held within the
community are evaluated through different frames by the superintendent. The evaluation
of this context may shape the decision-making process through different frames that
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represent the contrasting perspectives held within the community (Bolman & Deal,
2017).
Public school superintendents are the chief executive officers in a school district.
School superintendents must have in-depth background knowledge concerning financial
matters, political climate, managerial strategies, and instructional best practice to be
effective in leading a school system. The superintendent must also manage expectations
from various stakeholders to achieve the proper balance between educational needs of
students, and the needs of community members and taxpayers, politicians, labor unions,
school board, and administrative teams. In many cases throughout New York State, the
school system represents one of the largest employers in the community (Jallow, 2011).
According to Coy (2012), the United States economy had begun a rapid decline in
2008 in what was termed “the great recession” (p. 1). At that time, public and elected
officials came under increasing pressure to enact fiscal reform in response to negative
community sentiment related to escalating taxes (Coy, 2012). New York State residents
began to demand increased fiscal accountability and a reduction in the tax impact to
homeowners throughout the state. This sentiment expressed by community residents
throughout the state built in tenor and volume (Deutsch, 2012). In reaction to these
pressures, leaders in public education began to cut back budget allocations and categories
within their operational appropriations to curtail costs and minimize annual budget-tobudget increases.
With the onset of the tax levy cap legislation in 2012, decision-making control
was taken away from local voters and limited funding resources were available to public
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education (The Council of School Superintendents, 2016). Due to continued limitations
in the ability to financially support educational programs, school districts and the
communities they serve may be forced to lose the programs they value. A superintendent
who believes financial resources are limited may opt to conserve funding, rather than
plan for program expansion and curriculum enhancements with new clubs, sports,
afterschool activities, and additional opportunities for students.
The superintendent may redirect financial resources towards mandated financial
obligations. Mandated obligations would include significant cost drivers such as pension
contributions and health insurance costs. As new technology and teaching systems
become more complicated, new curriculum needs and professional development for staff
are required. Due to new limitations in revenue sources created by the tax levy cap, the
inability to implement this training will create a disconnect between technology and
teacher aptitude in the ability to use it. Worse, some school districts may be forced to
initiate program reductions solely due to the rising costs of mandated expenses. This
scenario would be the start of public education becoming educationally insolvent. A
superintendent’s perception regarding limited revenue streams due to the impact of the
tax levy cap legislation may have adverse effects and unanticipated outcomes on the
budget development process in the years to come (NYSCSS, 2016).
Exacerbating this decision-making quandary would be the disparate impact of the
tax levy cap on budgeting in districts with varied local wealth factors. For instance, a
district that is considered high wealth/low needs does not receive a significant amount of
state aid to offset the local tax levy that is paid directly by community residents.
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Conversely, in a low wealth/high needs district there is typically a high reliance on state
aid with less revenue coming from local residents through the tax levy. These disparities
may further complicate the decision-making process as superintendents in low
wealth/high needs districts may be more sensitive to possible fluctuations in those
revenue streams and how it will impact future budget planning as compared to their
counterparts in districts with greater financial resources (NYSASBO, 2014a).
Superintendents and professional associations have researched and published
reports indicating educational and financial insolvency would be imminent (NYSASBO,
2014b). These reports have described a funding cliff as the primary concern of school
superintendents, while education pundits have suggested that district insolvency was on
the horizon within 2-4 years (NYSASBO, 2014b). However, as time has passed and the
tax levy cap in New York State is now 7 years old, there are no districts in Nassau
County that have gone insolvent. In contrast to the concerns of a funding cliff perceived
by school superintendents in 2012, the New York State Comptroller’s Office has
published recent audit reports pertaining to the year-end financial condition of school
districts that indicate that fund balances and reserve accounts in districts are
predominantly over-funded. In many cases these fund balances and reserve accounts
exceed statutory limits (Office of the New York State Comptroller, 2017, 2018).
Coupled with the funding cliff forecasts reported by the New York State
Association of School Business Officials (2014), the tax levy cap legislation has also
created an inequity for higher need/low wealth school districts based on how the New
York State tax levy cap formula was originally designed. In the era of increasing scrutiny
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related to school finances and state aid, adequacy and equity remains a critical concern
for school leaders, policy makers, and stakeholders in the United States (Gergis, 2016).
Over the last century, educational financing mechanisms have transformed as populations
increased and changed.
In New York State and across the nation, funding for education responded to
student needs, population, wealth, and political undercurrents. As student needs became
identified as a predictor of achievement, litigation challenging the efficacy, adequacy,
and equity of funding mechanisms became more prevalent (Campaign for Fiscal Equity,
2011). In 2006, after 13 years in the courts, the New York State Court of Appeals
affirmed the right of every public school student in New York of access and opportunity
for a sound basic education and the state’s responsibility to adequately fund this right
(Herta, 2006). Unfortunately, the court decision deferred the responsibility of
determining the appropriate funding amount to the Governor and the Legislature
(Campaign for Fiscal Equity, Inc. v. State of New York, 2006). As a result, the level of
state funding for public education, educational equity, and what defines a sound basic
education in New York State continues to be the basis for debate among superintendents,
educators, and political leaders across New York State.
Research Context
The study was driven by the following three research questions:
1. Do superintendents believe a funding cliff or financial insolvency is now here
or is still imminent?
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2. Since state aid for the past several years has kept pace with the revenue deltas
established due to the funding limitations created by the tax levy cap, is the
tax levy cap influencing or impeding the decision-making process in creating
public school budgets for the upcoming year and several years into the future?
3. Due to other adjustments in budgetary approach, have superintendents and
their boards of education now learned new ways to control costs and to better
manage budget growth while maintaining the student services, programs, and
outcomes their communities have come to expect?
The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to examine
superintendent decision-making related to the tax levy cap and its impact on budgeting
for public education. Decision-making theory served as the framework utilized in the
study. Decision-making is usually defined as a process or sequence of activities
involving stages of problem recognition, search for information, definition of
alternatives, and the selection from two or more alternatives consistent with the ranked
preferences (Nitisha, 2017). Decision-making theory uses a set of precepts about how
rational individuals should behave under risk and uncertainty.
Controlling these costs and managing budget growth is a daunting task. Various
constituent groups have strong convictions on the programs they have been able to
establish and benefit from within their communities and each group would be hard
pressed to learn that they would have their program reduced or eliminated due to budget
constraints. Parent-teacher groups, sports booster clubs, and various other stakeholders
would and have become very vocal and oppositional when learning that the teacher’s
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union has negotiated a wage increase when, at the same time, their child’s music, art, or
sports program may be in jeopardy of being cancelled due to limited funding.
Research Participants
Participants in the study were current school superintendents selected from a
population in Nassau County, New York and represented by three categories defined by
the combined wealth ratio (CWR) of a school district. This CWR was coupled with the
districts needs level (New York State Education Department, 2012). Of the 56 public
school districts in Nassau County, each district is designated in one of three categories:
high need/low wealth, low need/high wealth, and average need/average wealth. These
categories are published in a report provided by the New York State Education
Department entitled The Needs/Resource Index (New York State Education Department,
2012).
The researcher originally selected five superintendents from the high need/low
wealth category, and five superintendents from the low need/high wealth category with
an emphasis on superintendents who were employed in the capacity of superintendent at
a Nassau County public school district in 2012 when the tax levy cap legislation was first
implemented. It should be noted that during the selection process one superintendent had
expressed some concern over their own ability to keep the interview appointment that had
been scheduled due to other conflicts and demands occurring within their district. As a
result, the researcher chose to select an 11th superintendent based on the uncertainty
originally expressed by this one superintendent. Just prior to the scheduled interview, the
superintendent that had expressed concern over keeping the scheduled interview time was
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able to confirm their appointment and the interview took place. Out of respect for the
superintendent’s time, the researcher did not cancel the interview session. As all of the
interviews had been scheduled, the researcher chose to keep all appointments and thus,
interviews were conducted with 11 superintendents in total.
Instruments Used in Data Collection
In depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with the purposeful sample
selected for participation. Interviews are the most basic form of qualitative inquiry, as
the participants’ responses are unconstrained by limiting factors such as the writing skills
of the respondents, the lack of ability to probe or expand responses, and the effort and
time required of the person completing a written questionnaire (Patton, 1990). Although
findings from this method can be longer, more detailed, and contain more varied content,
and the analysis can be difficult due to non-standardized responses, this method is
considered valuable, as it enables the researcher to chronicle and understand perspectives
of others in the industry without a bias inherent in participants selecting from predetermined answers in a questionnaire (Patton, 1990).
These focused interviews were utilized to uncover the attitudes and motivations of
superintendents who experienced the implementation of the tax levy cap in 2012, its
impact on the budget process, and now 7 years later, the ramifications that have been
experienced. In-depth interviews are appropriate when there is a need to understand
personal experiences and decision-making rationale regarding any complicated subject
matter. The study was conducted utilizing individual interviews at the office location of
each superintendent at a conveniently scheduled time for each participant.
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The researcher sought to elicit responses from superintendents who forecasted a
funding cliff in 2012 when the tax levy cap legislation was first implemented. The 18
open-ended interview questions (Appendix A) developed by the researcher were crafted
and aligned to the timeline of tax levy cap legislation introduction, implementation, the
initial impact, and the longer-term effect on public school budgeting. Interview questions
covered the prior experience of the superintendent, length of service in the role, initial
reaction to the tax levy cap concept, concerns regarding the impact of the tax levy cap on
public school budgeting, steps that were taken applicable to budget development given
the forecast and perception of the impact in 2012, followed by what the experience has
been since implementation. Lastly, the participants were asked to describe their current
beliefs related to the implementation of the tax levy cap, given the history that now exists
and the current economic climate.
The researcher hoped to gain an understanding from superintendents of their
current perspectives and the impact such perspectives will have on their approach to
budget development in coming years. To establish content validity, an interview protocol
and script was developed by the researcher and reviewed by a small panel of experts in
the field, the dissertation chair, and committee member. An interview guide was also
developed and included as an appendix in the study (see Appendix A).

Procedures for Data Collection and Analysis
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To interpret the data, this researcher utilized a method of data analysis called
interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA), developed by Smith (1997). According to
Smith, IPA is a method of data analysis that categorizes the understanding of how a
certain person, in a specific context, would make sense of a specific phenomenon. As
applicable to this study, the phenomenon is the decision-making process of school
superintendents for budget development in a public school district. A staple of the IPA
procedure is phenomenology, or the understanding of the actual experiences of one
participant or a small group of participants. Another staple of the procedure is
interpretation. Smith argued that IPA is dependent on the researcher’s own perceptions,
which are required to make sense of the participant’s world. This should not be looked at
as a shortcoming of the study; rather, Fade (2004) described:
The researcher’s beliefs are not seen as biases to be eliminated but rather as being
necessary for making sense of the experiences of other individuals. Reflexivity is
viewed as an optional tool, enabling the researcher to formally acknowledge his
or her interpretative role, rather than as an essential technique for removing bias.
(p. 648)
IPA was selected because it provided the researcher with an insider’s perspective
on the actual experiences of the participants in the study. As a method of data analysis,
IPA acknowledges the researcher’s history, insight, and positionality into the problem
and the experiences of the participants. Intercoder reliability was ensured by engaging
the services of an independent researcher with previous experience in qualitative data
analysis and evaluation to review data collected from the interviews conducted.
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Plan of Action and Timeline
The study was conducted in three phases. Upon completion of the dissertation
proposal and subsequent IRB application and approval process, the first phase
immediately commenced. The researcher completed an invitation letter introducing and
detailing the purpose of the research, the parameters, methods, and structure of the
interview process, the proposed timeline for conducting the interviews, and the structure
for protecting individual confidentiality pursuant to IRB guidelines throughout the
research process. Prior to the invitation letter being sent, the researcher placed individual
calls to perspective participants to solicit interest and acceptance in participating in the
research process. Informed consent was achieved by correspondence with this select
group of superintendents in Nassau County working at one of the three economically
categorized school districts. This phase was followed by data collection through
interviews, data analysis through thematic coding, and composing a final report.
According to Hatch (2002), the researcher must establish procedures and a
protocol for gaining entry to the participants of the study and acquiring informed consent.
This researcher purposefully selected 11 superintendents, meeting the aforementioned
criteria from three categories of school need, including five from high need/low wealth
communities and six from communities other than high need/low wealth. A total of 11
participants were introduced to the study via telephone communication followed by
written correspondence. The written correspondence outlined the purpose of the study,
confidentiality of the study, and a formal request for them to participate in the study by
granting the researcher time for an interview. The researcher has experience as the
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Assistant Superintendent for Finance and Operations at three public school districts in
Nassau County on Long Island, New York, and most recently as the Associate
Superintendent for Administration at the largest Board of Cooperative Educational
Services (BOCES) in New York State. The researcher believes that the experience in the
field, coupled with the professional relationships maintained, helped to facilitate a level
of trust and collegiality needed to access this very select audience of participants.
In phase two, each of the 11 interviews were conducted at the office location of
each superintendent. The researcher followed the protocols established and approved by
the dissertation chair and committee and IRB. All interviews were conducted in person
and were recorded using a digital recorder and back-up recording device. The researcher
also took notes as needed during the interview process.
In phase three, the data analysis was conducted on the content gathered during the
interview process. Recorded interviews were transcribed for analysis. The researcher
completed a contact summary document to collect and organize notes and follow-up
commentary by each participant in the interviews conducted. The content of this contact
summary sheet was organized and categorized. This tool was used to code responses to
interview questions from each participant. The coding process yielded disparities in the
responses, while also identifying common themes. Information gathered during this
study is being kept strictly confidential, stored in a locked cabinet at the home of the
researcher and, in such a way, that the data cannot be connected to participants’ names,
thus ensuring privacy. The interview process commenced in the early spring of 2019 and
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culminated by the end of May, 2019. This allowed ample time for appropriate collection,
coding and interrater reliability testing of the data collected.
Data Analysis and Findings
The purpose of this study was to examine superintendent decision-making related
to the New York State tax levy cap and its impact on budgeting for public education.
Analysis of the responses to 11 interviews with school superintendents in a semistructured interview format provided the researcher with an in-depth understanding of
factors and inner thinking that Superintendent’s consider when evaluating budget
development priorities. This researcher utilized Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis (IPA), which begins with multiple readings of the transcripts. This process is
important in the initial phases of analysis for the researcher to become as familiar as
possible with the responses provided by each participant (Smith, 2007).
Interviews were transcribed using a third-party vendor. Transcripts were then
read through, along with the original audio recordings, to check for validity. Interview
transcripts were then analyzed to ascertain common or recurring thoughts and themes
based on participant responses, perceptions, experiences, and beliefs about the future
ramifications of the tax levy cap on their district operations. Several categories and
themes emerged from the analysis of the data, which are described in detail in this
chapter. The researcher describes meaning found in the data, which provides insight
related to the strategic thinking of superintendents relative to the pressures that exist
within each individual community. Further meaning is identified in terms of the thought
process involved in evaluating the best course of action in budget development to address
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multiple competing priorities and appease all stakeholders in a community. The research
process, data analysis, and research findings are detailed in the forthcoming sections.
Interview scheduling. The researcher purposefully selected superintendents who
were responsible for school districts within Nassau County, NY. Five superintendents
were selected from high need/low wealth districts, as categorized on the New York State
Education Department’s Needs Resource Index. Six superintendents were selected from
the other two categories of low need/high wealth and average needs/average wealth. This
methodology was used to gain an understanding of potential disparities in the decisionmaking process that may exist in districts that have a low socioeconomic make-up.
Once potential participants were selected, the researcher sent a hard copy of the
introductory letter to each superintendent, explaining the research and requesting their
participation in a one-on-one, in-person interview (Appendix B). Also included in the
introductory letter was an informed consent form detailing the parameters and rights of
each participant in the research (Appendix C). The researcher then followed-up within
one week with a telephone call to schedule the interview. Interviews began in late April,
2019 and were completed by the end of May, 2019.
It should be noted that the original intention of the researcher was to obtain five
participants from the high need/low wealth category, and five from the other two
categories that were not high need/low wealth. However, when the researcher was
originally scheduling the interviews, one of the participants had expressed some doubt on
their ability to honor the scheduled interview time due to conflicts and other
commitments in their schedule. As a result, the researcher chose to obtain an additional

64

participant anticipating that the first participant may be unable to confirm the interview
and thus back-out of the research. However, at the last moment, the original participant
did, in fact, confirm and held the interview. At that point, in good faith, the researcher
did not believe it would be a respectful conclusion to explain to the additional participant
that their insight would not be needed in the research; thus, the decision was made to add
the eleventh participant out of respect for their time and commitment to participate in the
research. All interviews were digitally recorded with the participants’ full consent using
two portable recorders for redundancy purposes. Through the interview process, the
interviewer was able to elicit the participants’ general views, while becoming attuned to
their inner thinking on more specific concerns.
Transcription of interviews. After each interview was completed, the researcher
was able to upload the digital recording to a third-party transcription service. The audio
recordings were transcribed into text format identifying the interviewer and the
participant with a time stamp code provided in the text. Once received from the
transcription service, the transcript was read thoroughly, first with the original audio
recording playing, then independently to allow the researcher to become familiar with the
insight, thoughts, and emotions displayed during the interview. This process provided a
confirmation of accuracy for the transcripts prior to beginning the coding process.
Transcript coding. Several coding iterations were conducted using a sequence
of coding strategies. The process began utilizing open coding, which provided the
researcher with the opportunity to distill large volumes of data contained in the
transcripts. This phase allowed initial broader ideas to be identified and recurring
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commentary to emerge. The second round of descriptive coding was conducted to
summarize the primary topics of each excerpted code. This method produced patterns of
codes and identified key areas of concern in the decision-making process of budget
development for a school district. After being identified, these codes were then re-sorted
into categories representing recurring thoughts and responses in the interviews. A third
iteration of coding was then utilized, which helped to capture the participants own
language in each explanation in response to each question. This iteration provided a
deeper understanding of terms, concepts, and reactions related to the individual
experiences of each superintendent in the community they served. Through this process,
six central themes emerged related to the impact on the decision-making of
superintendents related to the tax levy cap and its impact on budgeting for public
education.
Chapter Summary
The objective of this chapter was to outline the research methods that were
utilized to answer the research questions. A discussion of the procedures, study
participants, the data collection process, and interview questions has been covered to
provide the framework of how this research was conducted and the rationale to support
the sample selection of participants. In retrospect, all study participants contributed
valuable insight by sharing their experiences, concerns, reactions, and forecasts related to
the impact of the tax levy cap on how they plan a relevant budget to meet educational
needs in the communities they serve.

66

Chapter 4: Results
The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine superintendent decisionmaking related to the New York State tax levy cap and its impact on budgeting for public
education. A qualitative research design was used to gain an in-depth understanding of
superintendents’ decision-making based on limitations imposed by the New York State
tax levy cap legislation. The pressures, politics, and pragmatic realities of what goes into
that decision-making process play a critical role in the financial planning for the
organization, impacting the operation, and ultimately, shaping student outcomes. A
descriptive approach was used to understand pressures, insights, beliefs, attitudes,
perceptions, sentiments, thoughts, forecasts, and explanations for the decision-making
process.
Reported in this chapter are the detailed findings based on semi-structured
interviews conducted with 11 school superintendents within Nassau County, on Long
Island, New York. The interview responses and the corresponding data analysis highlight
the perspectives, thoughts, concerns, and future forecasts of each of the 11
superintendents who participated in the study. The outcome of each interview produced
meaningful dialogue relevant to the current challenges being experienced, and the longerrange concerns related to the leadership and management of a public-school district,
especially the ability to budget effectively for the needs of community and the student
population it serves. All interviews were digitally audio-recorded and subsequently
transcribed.
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Study Participants
Participants in the study were purposefully selected based on experience in the
field of education and leadership in one of the economically categorized school districts
within Nassau County, New York. The New York State Department of Education
(NYSDOE) categorizes each school district into one of three financial need categories
based on a community’s Combined Wealth Ratio (CWR) and other factors. The
NYSDOE then compiles that data in a report entitled The Needs/Resource Index
(NYSDOE, 2012). Within this index, school districts are separated into one of three
categories: high need/low wealth, low need/high wealth, or average need/average wealth.
This researcher purposefully chose five superintendents from high need/low
wealth communities, and six superintendents from districts that were not high need/low
wealth. Participants in the study represent collective professional education experience
totaling 360 years, specifically in the field of education. Participants also represented a
cumulative total of 106 years of experience, specifically in the superintendent role. Of
the 11 participants, five were male, six were female.
During the interview process, superintendents demonstrated a forthcoming
approach to the conversation, providing individual insight and opinions about their
personal beliefs with regard to the impact of the tax levy on their individual operations.
Each superintendent elaborated on the challenges that exist and concerns that remain for
the future relative to the dynamics they have experienced in the communities they serve.
Given their knowledge of school district operations in varying capacities, all participants
were reflective of original concerns they had dating back to 2012 when the tax levy cap
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was first implemented, the actions and reaction each had taken, and the perceptions that
remain in the current financial climate faced by school districts. Table 4.1 illustrates the
experience history of each participant of the study.
Table 4.1
Participant Gender and Experience History
Participant

Years as
Superintendent
7

Gender

Participant 1

Years in
Education
26

Participant 2

34

7

F

Participant 3

39

15

F

Participant 4

34

7

M

Participant 5

23

5

F

Participant 6

40

9

M

Participant 7

25

2

M

Participant 8

52

33

M

Participant 9

37

6

F

Participant 10

30

10

M

Participant 11

20

5

F

360 Years

106 Years

5M/6F

Total

F

Over the course of the research and through the analysis process, factors that
impact a superintendent’s decision-making process became prevalent. A detailed
narrative is provided for factors described most frequently. This chapter will also detail
the major categories and themes that emerged during the analysis of interview data.
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Research Questions
According to Smith (2007), a strategy often employed in qualitative research
related to the construction of interview questions is to encourage the participant to speak
about the topic with as little prompting from the interviewer as possible. This approach
allows the interviewer insight into the inner most thinking of participants with regard to a
topic, without being led too much by the interview questions. The interviews began with
the most general questions in hopes they would be sufficient to prompt an in-depth
participant discussion of the subject.
Participants in this study were presented with 18 questions related to three main
research questions, which included (a) Do superintendents believe a funding cliff or
financial insolvency is now here or is still imminent; (b) Since state aid has for the past
several years kept pace with the revenue deltas established due to the funding limitations
created by the tax levy cap, is the tax levy cap influencing or impeding the decisionmaking process in creating public school budgets for the upcoming year and several years
into the future; and (c) Due to other adjustments in budgetary approach, have
superintendents and their boards of education now learned new ways to control costs and
to better manage budget growth while maintaining the student services, programs, and
outcomes their communities have come to expect? These questions were developed to
gain an understanding of the leadership thinking and evaluation process that each
superintendent must undertake to effectively lead their organization while developing a
viable plan to sustain their operations into the future.
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Interview Questions
Interview questions were developed and aligned to the research questions to
solicit the inner thinking of each superintendent related to their own experience and
process for evaluating the various pressures that exist in a community coupled with any
competing priorities that may exist. This environment creates an ongoing challenge for
each organization to develop a financial strategy and plan the meets the expectations and
objectives of all stakeholders. Each superintendent faces the daily quandary of
prioritizing those competing expectations and objectives in their own decision-making
process. Each participant in this study was presented with the same 18 questions related
to the three main research questions. Appendix D outlines each interview question and
its relation to the guiding research questions.
Interview questions Q1 through Q3 were presented to understand the participants’
background knowledge relative to the operations and historical challenges of a school
district. These questions allowed the researcher to understand the institutional knowledge
that each participant had accumulated over time and the context each participant may
have in their current role as superintendent. Interview question Q4 established the
current context and baseline perspective the superintendent holds with regard to the
impact of the New York State tax levy cap on school district operations. Interview
questions Q5, Q6, and Q7 allowed each participant to elaborate on the impact the tax levy
cap may be having on budgeting and how this impact may influence superintendent
decision-making for the next fiscal year, and for several years into the future. Interview
question Q8 allowed the participant to reflect back to 2012 when the tax levy cap was
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first implemented and make their own comparison to their original thoughts about the
impact of the cap, now relative to their current experience, 7 years after the cap
legislation was first implemented. Q9 and Q10 provided an opportunity for participants
to describe factors that may have changed their perspective of the cap since inception,
while also describing other factors that may be relevant in their decision-making process.
Q11 asked superintendents to comment on how their community and board of education
reaction to the tax levy cap may have influenced their decision-making process.
Interview question Q12 asked participants to comment on any other strategies they have
learned or employed when involved in the longer range financial planning for the district,
while Q13 asked superintendents to consider and comment on whether these strategies
would create any conflicts or tension with the major cost drivers of the organization.
The last portion of the interview questions focused on characterizing the current
financial condition of the district, followed by an individual assessment of each
superintendent commenting on whether they believed the tax levy cap was having a
different impact on their district as compared to other districts in Nassau County.
Interview question Q16 asked participants whether they believe the tax levy cap was
working, followed by providing their reaction to the governor’s initiative to make the tax
levy cap permanent legislation, which recently occurred during the last New York state
legislative session. Interview question Q18 was an open-ended question posed to
participants to provide the opportunity to comment on any other thoughts that may have
arisen during the course of the interview and relevant in the interview process.

72

The results of analysis of the participant data are reflected in the following tables
and narrative. Each research question presented is aligned to the corresponding codes,
categories, and emergent themes derived from the research interview data. Frequency of
participant responses for each interview question are also illustrated in the tables below.
Research Question 1. Do superintendents believe a funding cliff, or financial
insolvency is now here or is imminent? Each participant was first asked to describe their
current impression of the New York State tax levy cap. This question was followed by
asking in what ways they believed this legislation is having an impact on budgeting for
public education? The next question was asked to gather the participants’ perceptions
with regard to the impact of the tax levy on budget development had changed since 2012
when the legislation was first implemented. In total, 15 categories emerged from the
analyzed data. Categories and themes are discussed in detail to provide an understanding
of the thoughts and challenges that superintendents evaluate when processing the
information relative to their individual district to formulate a budget plan to
accommodate the needs and wants of a community.
Conceptual understanding. As seen in Table 4.2 (Appendix E), the data reflects
the codes from the first two categories and the theme that emerged from participant
responses to the interview questions related to Research Question 1. This theme
underscored the perceptions of conceptual understanding, as offered by the participants,
highlighting acceptance and cynicism.
Aligned to the theme of conceptual understanding, eight of 11 participants
described their acceptance related to the tax levy cap implementation and the
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understanding that evolved as a result of leading their organizations through now 7 years
of this revenue limiting New York state legislation. Participants indicated that they have
managed to stay within the cap and still meet their educational needs. Participants
demonstrated their conceptual understanding of the tax levy cap legislation being quoted
as saying: “Spending was out of control - exactly why the governor put the tax cap in
place,” “I understand the philosophy and the concept. I understand the purpose and why
the general population would want such a law,” “The tax cap was one way to get taxes
under control across the state, especially in suburban districts,” “Understanding why
Governor imposed.” Three of 11 participants expressed some cynicism related to the
motivations of why the tax levy cap was implemented and suggested a lack of
responsibility by public schools in budgeting in past years that may have contributed to
the current political landscape.
Acceptance. In the 7 years since the tax levy cap legislation was first
implemented, superintendents have engaged in a wide range of evaluation, forecasting,
and concern related to the ability to sustain their school district operations, maintain
student performance metrics, an provide opportunities for students, while ensuring their
infrastructure and physical plant is maintained in accordance with modern standards.
Participants explained their own perspectives and understanding of the reasons for
political implementation of the legislation, while also voicing concerns over the longterm ramifications. For example, eight of 11 participants reflected on the new reality of
having a tax levy cap in place with the following commentary:
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Hoping it will be worked out over an extended period of time. I have changed my
viewpoint on many of the points that I was most concerned about. We have
managed to stay within the cap and still meet all educational needs. This is NOT
the disaster that lots of educators felt was going to come to fruition. I think it was
responsible for the government to audit people [superintendents/board of
education] and let them know, you can’t keep doing this. Spending was out of
control – exactly why the governor put the tax cap in place.
Three of the participants shared a similar view:
I understand why it was imposed. The intention of government is to support a
community, a taxpayer, from being burdened from paying an exorbitant amount
of taxes. I understand the philosophy and the concept. I understand the purpose
and why the general population would want such a law.
Cynicism. While expressing a general understanding of the matter and an
acceptance of now having to work within the limitations of a tax cap, three of the 11
participants expressed a cynicism towards some of the professionals in the educational
field and a regretful sentiment towards the past practices that were previously exhibited.
Because there are several people that may have not looked out for the best
interests of people [communities] and have been using funds in a way that may
not have been needed in the past. Shame on us that we needed legislation, but
that’s what we needed. Had we had the kind of discipline back then, we wouldn’t
have needed the cap. If educators for generations before us kept their increases
aligned with inflation, we would never have seen the cap. You cannot save all
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this money and then cry you don’t have enough when you do have the money
there.
Community expectation. The next categories that emerged were related to the
community and the board of education. Participants expressed complications with the
general understanding, or lack thereof, related to the tax levy cap, the true impact on
budget forecasting, and the comparison of what communities throughout Nassau County
are saying or feeling related to the cap. Table 4.3 (Appendix E) reflects the codes from
the next group of categories and the theme that emerged from participant responses to
interview questions related to Research Question 1.
Community. Five of the 11 participant superintendents described the pressures of
evaluating the revenue side of a school district budget and the limitations that are faced,
even after calculating the tax levy cap and the revenue from taxes it will produce for a
school district. Limitations have been established that impact the superintendent’s
decision-making and the recommendations these school leaders are forced to make to
their boards of education and the communities they serve. Participants elaborated on the
pressures they face in sorting through limited revenue opportunities versus the reality of
what a community may accept or tolerate in terms of tax increase in any given year. For
example, one participant stated:
Communities don't understand how the 2% cap works. That is challenging here
because it forces us to leave money on the table. That equates to over $5 million
so far since cap has been implemented. Increased mandates are an increase cost
to taxpayers. It is decreasing community participation across the state with
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historic lows of people coming out to vote. That is having a negative effect on
budget votes as well. Different communities had strong support. Lots of folks
believe that the cap means 2%, no more. If you go across the bridge in New
Jersey, they have made it so that if you are within the 2% cap, people do not have
to vote on it. The only vote is if you are over the cap.
Board of Education. Six of 11 participants discussed the details of a
superintendent’s relationship with his/her board of education. This relationship must be
built on trust and understanding of the challenges each school district faces. Such
challenges could be based on socioeconomics, student performance metrics, special
education populations, new students entering a school district, or entering the country and
classified as English New Learners (ENLs). There are some challenges that are common
to school districts and some that are unique. Despite those challenges, superintendents
must communicate effectively with their board and community and navigate a
complicated political spectrum to accomplish competing objectives in any community.
Kuncham (2008) suggested that the relationship between a local school board and
superintendent establishes a model for the district environment. Data from this study
suggested that conflict between the superintendent and the board creates tension and
discourages program innovation, reform, and constructive community participation in the
schools. Such an adverse relationship can have a negative impact on budget
development, bond, or other referenda approvals.
Superintendents described the pressures of evaluating the revenue side of a school
district budget and the limitations that are faced, even after calculating the tax cap limit.
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Those challenges coupled with the viewpoints expressed by their boards of education
provided important insight related to the pressures associated with the decision-making
process. The thoughts and challenges were expressed as follows:
Board has dictated we will stay under 2%, regardless of the calculation.
School board members want to pacify homeowners, there is politics involved.
Boards are feeling that pressure; immediately put their guard up. Very concerned
about limiting the amount a school district could raise their levy. Sense that this
is not good for schools. State aid has kept up, but there is no other way to raise
funds. A 2% cap places you in a bad situation. If you have to pierce the cap for
whatever reason, the community is going to say no.
Resources needed for future financial viability. The next two categories that
were identified through the coding process were related to concern and panic in the
aftermath of the tax levy cap implementation. Table 4.4 (Appendix E) reflects the codes
from these categories along with the theme that emerged from participant responses to
interview questions and related to Research Question 1, which was the resources needed
for future financial viability of the school district.
Concerns. Each participant voiced various concerns related to the tax levy cap
impact on budgeting for their school district. Seven of the 11 participants emphasized
these concerns ranging from sentiments of immediate concern that they would be unable
to keep pace with the expense growth of their operations, to the acceptance that those
financial abilities are tied to the performance of the economy each year and any market
drops would adversely impact their operations. Each participant voiced their future

78

concerns that the true impact has not yet been realized. These responses were directly
related to Research Question 1, as the commentary suggested that there are remaining
concerns that a funding cliff could be imminent at some point in the future. Respondents
also indicated:
The state's been able to provide decent state aid for us. Should that change, it’s a
whole different ball game. State aid has kept up, but there is no other way to raise
funds. I guess it’s not as bad as we thought, but there is always a chance that it
could be worse than we think.
Diminished resources. Participants focused their commentary on the revenue
limits the tax levy cap has created for their operations. Seven of the 11 participants cited
recognition that a student only has 4 years in high school, and communities are always
focused on the aspirational goal of having graduation rates go up. A participant reflected
on the timing of the tax levy cap and its 7-year existence indicating that, already, an
entire generation of high school students has been faced with limitations to their program
opportunities that they will never recover from. Comments from the participants were:
If we enter another recession or there is a downturn in the economy, this model
will end. All of what we have predicted might happen, will happen. It’s a
tragedy. The 4% [unrestricted], I'm not sure it’s the most responsible number, I
think it should be higher. The most dangerous word in the legislation is the word
"lower." We are okay for now, but a lot more things have to happen. You only
have 4 years in high school - and we want the graduation rate to go up, but what
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are we graduating them to? I think it is well intended, but I don’t think it is well
thought out. Fraught with problems.
Panic. Five of 11 participants were forthcoming during the interviews with an
admission of panic when the tax levy cap was first implemented. The frequency of this
category suggests some alignment with the decision-making theory of how some will
behave or react given certain circumstances. This theory goes further to suggest how a
few credible sources in the field will lead and/or shape the conversation, while many
others fall in line with the concerns raised, not independently, but by the group and the
influence of a few has shaped. Specific examples of this sentiment expressed by the
participants are as follows:
I assumed districts would be in financial stress far sooner. I think we thought it
was going to be much more difficult than it has been - it is easier than we
anticipated. I thought we were going to fall off a cliff. It was real doom and
gloom perspective in the beginning. I think most districts have really done okay
at tightening their belts and just being more careful. Most people were fearful of
coming to a cliff where we may have to tap into our reserves and there could
come a point where we would become insolvent. But we all know that could
loom in the future for any district. There are people, colleagues that will
overreact to everything. There was so much uncertainty back then. We didn’t
know. When it’s something new, the unpredictability and the unfamiliarity with it
is uncomfortable. When first implemented we all panicked.
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Paradigm shift. The next three categories identified through the coding process
were related to the impact of the tax levy cap, the limitations in recruiting that
superintendents are now beginning to experience, and thoughts related to how school
districts are funded in New York State and the revenue sources that are available . Table
4.5 (Appendix E) reflects codes from these categories along with the theme that emerged
from participant responses to interview questions related to Research Question 1.
Impact. Six of the 11 participants discussed how the tax levy cap has impacted
their financial planning and operations at various levels. Comparisons to California’s
Proposition 13 tax cap legislation were raised and how funding that was saved from being
levied is now redirected at private tuitions because of the downward spiral in quality
experienced in the public education system there. For example, one respondents
indicated:
California has gone from first to worst in public education and the community is
spending hundreds of thousands of dollars on private education. Being creative
now is more important than us memorizing the multiplication tables. As an
admin, I look to see if I am keeping my board and the community happy with
keeping their tax obligation low - but it is to the detriment of children. With CPI
now greater than 2%, it’s a challenge when your cap limit is greater than 2%, you
still can’t go out to the community and ask for something greater. If you put
certain controls in place to manage high property taxes, you also have to ensure
other things, such as offsetting revenues from other sources, especially in a low
wealth, high needs district. Planning long term for the district can be difficult - it
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would be better if it was just a flat 2% cap permanently, but not tied to CPI. The
community does not understand it, they think 2% is just 2%, regardless of a
formula to calculate. Trying to hold taxes at bay makes sense, but I think the
effect it will have on attracting competent and good people to work in schools, I
think is an unintended future consequence.
Limitations for staff recruitment. This category emerged in what appeared as an
unintended consequence of the impact related to the tax levy cap. Two of the 11
participants expressed specific concerns related to the limited revenue streams districts
are faced with and an inability to create employment agreements that would be attractive
enough to attract and retain key employees. This was looked at as a double-edged sword
in comparison to another category that emerged related to recent negotiations with union
represented collective bargaining units and the leverage the tax levy cap allowed to exert
downward pressure on these negotiated settlements. For example, one respondents
indicated:
The career trajectory of teachers is limited over time. There are a series of
contributing factors I suspect will reduce the pool of people interested in pursuing
education as a career. We do not have enough replacements for the people who
will be leaving us in the next 10 years, and that will create a huge problem. There
is a ceiling to what we can pay teachers now and that’s going to be a game
changer over time. They will realize there is, in effect a cap on their salary.
Those days of large increases are done. Your increases may not be as high, but
that means you may not be able to attract and retain key staff.
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Funding sources. Seven of 11 participants expressed some changes in the
perspectives once held that all districts would become insolvent in a short period of time
in the aftermath of the implementation of the tax levy cap legislation. Part of this shift in
context comes from how districts have been able to maintain strong financial positions,
despite the limitations in revenue create by the levy cap. The full context was described
by participants in the following commentary:
There is some power behind the argument that you haven't used all of the money
you could have levied, why should we give you more? (in state aid). We work
differently now. Work towards staying within the limit of the cap. How many of
our seniors will need to take non-credit bearing remedial courses in college? I see
it through two lenses - a homeowner and the district. If you put a cap on one of
them, then the money has to be flowing from another place. Needs to be coupled
with increased funding. Relief has to come from another source to ensure that
funding for education is not shortchanged. The way schools are funded in New
York State probably needs to be completely overhauled. We have to do our
budget backwards now. Once you create the limitations the community now has
it in their brain that a 2% cap is there, you cannot go above the 2% cap
Political reality – it’s going to be a state level political battle or a local level
political battle to expend those dollars. The tax cap has brought a certain
mindfulness to the part of everyone and school districts - it has allowed a shift in
thinking.

83

Inequity. The next three categories identified through the coding process were
related to the consequences of the tax levy cap experienced by each superintendent, the
comparisons of these consequences, as it applies to high need/low wealth communities in
comparison to low need/high wealth districts, and thoughts related to limitations that
have been experienced by superintendents while in their budget development cycle.
Table 4.6 (Appendix E) reflects the codes from these categories along with the theme that
emerged from participant responses to interview questions related to Research Question
1.
Consequence. This category emerged differently than the impact category as
some of the factors detailed by participants related to the cause and effect of the tax cap
and what superintendents have experienced as a direct result of the legislation. Three of
11 participants expressed this in the following fashion:
We have probably moved from worse or horrific, towards bad in the sense that
shortchanged of the state aid has been easing a bit. The concept of it being tied
to CPI is problematic because it can vary so widely by each district. Hardest for
school districts as compared to other municipalities. Now searching for
alternative sources of revenue - but it also forced some districts to make
tremendous cuts.
High need/low wealth versus low need/high wealth. Responses from five of the
11 participants suggest a cognizance of disparities that exist in access and opportunity
when comparing high need/low wealth school districts to their low need/high wealth
counterparts. This category emerged with a recognition of the inequity the tax levy cap
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has exacerbated since its inception. Five participants commented that this disparity was
especially hurtful when surrounded by high wealth districts. Specific comments from
participants included the following:
[In] Nassau County, the discrepancy is glaring. In low wealth districts, it does
not allow us to properly fund educational programs that will keep our students
competitive. It hurts low wealth districts. It protects the taxpayer, which is a
good thing on low wealth districts. Low wealth districts can’t afford to bear the
tax burden. There is not equity in funding schools based on real information.
ENL population has exploded - sometimes ten to 15 people living in these
single-family homes. Immigrant children come into our community with a lot of
needs and services required. Low income neighborhoods have a high transient
population with only one person paying taxes. People renting multiple
apartments in a single home and sending their kids to our schools, and we are not
receiving the proper revenue. The circumstances, local issues, local
circumstances play a big role. Some in the community may not have a vested
interest in the district because they don’t have any children in the district.
This situation is compounded in our community, rentals usually fit in two
categories: Either placed by DSS because they were homeless, or their family
structure is fractured, or immigrant families. Children, racism, and prejudice is
taught. I removed my child from a Charter school because everyone looked like
him, and the world doesn’t look like that. I think a lot of people don’t want to
talk about it, but the big hairy elephant in the room would be de facto segregation
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New York and Long Island is heavily segregated. Poor communities have no
other ways of raising funds.
Limitations. Five participants cited concerns of stifling innovative practices that
some districts have been able to foster in recent years. Limited revenue sources coupled
with deeper concerns about the longer-term viability of funding for operations translate to
a shift in focus from efforts to innovate in education, to more of a maintenance mode of
struggling to simply maintain current programs without any erosion due to budget
cutbacks. In addition, some participants cited concerns of state legislation encroaching
on the historical local control for which the education system was originally designed and
implemented. The tax cap legislation has, in effect, taken that decision-making away
from local homeowners, with communities placing limits on how much money can be
raised for their locally governed educational system. These participants elaborated on
their commentary with the following:
It’s a vicious cycle of only providing the minimum. This limits schools to have
the ability to do only what they need to do. Limits the ability to meet our needs.
Puts parameters on our ability to make choices for kids. Serious negative impact
on local control. Shackles districts somewhat.
Strategic planning. The next two categories identified through the coding process
were related to the impact negotiations with the collective bargaining units at a school
district yielding favorable financial results and how the district was able to attain that
structure. In addition, participants highlighted their interest and concern with the use of
reserves, which they have been able to accumulate over time, and the potential
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sustainability of being able to replenish those reserves in forthcoming years. Table 4.7
(Appendix E) reflects the codes from these categories along with the theme that emerged
from participant responses to interview questions related to Research Question 1.
Negotiations. Seven of the 11 participants acknowledged that recent settlements
with collective bargaining units had provided their districts with cost savings, enabling
them to keep valuable programs that benefit their students. In a finding referred to earlier
in this study, this benefit to the district is only now being looked at as a short-term
benefit. Superintendents and the districts they lead are only now realizing that it is and
will become increasingly more difficult to attract and to retain qualified staff for key
positions in their organizations due to the limited earning potential resulting from the tax
levy cap legislation. The limitations to these earnings are only now being realized by
prospective staff looking for careers in education. More specifically, participants shared
the following commentary:
One of the principal costs of running the schools district take place at the
negotiations table. That will be difficult in a few years when the collective
bargaining units come back to the table after CPI has been in the 4-5 range.
Change in negotiations strategies, everything has to be fair and reasonable, in
that regard, it did help.
Use of reserves. Three of 11 participants cited their own increased cognizance of
their initiatives to ensure their reserve funds were at ample levels dating back to just
before the tax levy cap was implemented. Despite the new legislation, participants had
the foresight to understand that the intention of reserve funds was not to fund ongoing
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operational costs, but rather to more prudently manage any spikes or shortages that may
be experienced within a fiscal year. Absent the ability to replenish these reserve funds, a
district would start the time clock of heading towards the proverbial funding cliff
originally feared. To the surprise of many communities, there is a perception disconnect
in which many cannot understand how districts have been able to maintain, or even build
on, their reserves in this new age of the tax levy cap legislation. Participants were
equally cognizant of what that funding picture may look like in the communities they
serve and how they should strategize the most effective use of these resources on behalf
of the taxpayer stakeholders and their student population. Participants made the
following observations over the course of their interviews:
Using reserves more. We are making wiser decisions. We are much more
mindful of spending. We can realign our resources to get the maximum benefit
for our students. Audits have shown that reserves are astronomical, and people
are saying why do you have all this money and you’re still taxing me all this
money, but you have all this money available to you. School budget
development officials and people that are doing budgets must really focus on
what's important. Much more prudent now and careful with how they spend
Trying to make sure that we kept the budget to budget increase at a responsible
level at the same time providing the children what the needed.
Summary of categories. A total of 15 categories emerged from the data collected
in relation to Research Question 1. These categories were derived based on responses to
interview questions, which explored whether superintendents believed financial
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insolvency, or a funding cliff was here or was imminent? Table 4.8 reflects the entirety
of the emergent categories and the frequency of responses based on participant
interviews.
Table 4.8
RQ1 - Categories/Frequency of Response
Category
Acceptance
Concerns
Diminished Resources
Funding Sources
Negotiations
Board of Education
Impact
Community
Panic
HN/LW - LN/HW
Limitations
Cynicism
Consequences
Use of Reserves
Limits Staff Recruiting

P1
X

X
X

P2
X
X
X
X

X
X
X

X

P3
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 P11
X
X X X X
X X X
X X
X
X X X X
X
X
X X X X
X X
X X X X X
X X X
X
X X
X X
X
X X
X
X X
X
X
X
X
X
X X
X
X X
X X
X X
X X

Total
8
7
7
7
7
6
6
5
5
5
5
3
3
3
2

Research Question 2. Since state aid has for the past several years kept pace
with the revenue deltas established due to the funding limitations created by the tax cap,
is the tax levy cap influencing or impeding the decision-making process in creating
public school budgets for the upcoming year and several years into the future? Each
participant was asked to explain the ways they believed this impact would influence their
decision-making and approach to budget development for the next year. Then, they were
asked how it will the impact influence the approach over the next several years? In
addition, participants were asked what factors, if any, have created any change in
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perception since 2012, when the legislation was first implemented? Each participant was
asked to characterize the current financial condition of their school district? Then, given
the economic make-up of their school district community, participants were asked to
describe how the tax levy cap may be having a different impact on their district compared
to other districts within Nassau County. Participants were then asked to weigh in on their
reaction to the governor’s initiative in this last round of state budget development to
make the tax levy cap legislation permanent, and how that will impact their decisionmaking in the years to come?
Categories and themes that emerged from Research Question 2 are discussed in
detail to provide further understanding of the thoughts and challenges superintendents
evaluate when processing the information relative to their individual districts and
formulating a budget plan to accommodate the needs and wants of a community. The
context of Research Question 2 was to move away from participant reaction to the
legislation and move more toward the strategies and inner thinking they have applied in
currently managing the impact, now well into the legislation’s 7th year.
Community expectations. Participant responses to interview questions related to
Research Question 2 led to four categories emerging from the community expectations
theme: Acceptance, apathy, board of education, and community. See Appendix F for the
detailed codes relating to community expectations.
Acceptance. After 7 years of living within the parameters the tax levy cap
legislation had established, the research findings of this study suggest that the experience
and reaction of six of 11 participants had shifted from panic, as described in direct
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accounts by participants in the interviews, to an acceptance of the challenges this
legislation poses and the acknowledgement and understanding of why it was imposed.
The research findings also suggest that this shift does not come absent of continued
longer term concerns related to the state economy in New York and the legislature and
governor’s responsibility and commitment to ensure the state aid allocation to school
districts provides ample support to keep school district operations running. Participants
made the following observations over the course of their interviews:
Counterintuitively, making the cap permanent is a good discipline - it sets
boundaries going forward. It solidifies that we've got to remain diligent about
what we spend, and how we spend it. I think it is dependent on the economy.
But if you are going to make it permanent, make it 2%, and not tied to CPI
because of the uncertainty. Never a doubt in my mind that this would become
permanent, but let’s make the 2% cap, 2% - but right now it’s not.
Apathy. This category emerged as a result of commentary provided by
participants’ related feedback and reactions that are precipitated from the communities
they serve. This category is established from a shift in community expectation beginning
prior to 2012 when the governor first began communicating the notion of a tax levy cap
to constituents throughout the state. What also became apparent from the research was
the dichotomy of reactions a superintendent experiences in a high need/low wealth
community versus one of low/need/high wealth. In some cases, the research suggests
apathetic viewpoints being generated from the superintendents and/or board members
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themselves. Three of 11 participants made the following observations over the course of
their interviews:
There is less voter turn-out because people assume, "They're not exceeding the
cap". There is nothing they can do, so they are not coming out to vote. Someone
else will be making that decision (retiring in 2 years). Not going to be my
problem in 4-5 years. It is sometimes extremely difficult to work with certain
board members that may not have the same aspirations or that their goal is
completely different than what yours is.
Board of education. Three of 11 participants highlighted the board of education
as the governing body of the district and the value and importance of developing and
maintaining a trusting, collaborative, and productive relationship between the
superintendent and board. Participants spoke to shared philosophies that were established
with their board of education while also expressing concerns when those philosophies are
not aligned. For example, one participants made the following observations over the
course of the interviews:
Some board candidates run for board seats with a different mindset. Sometimes,
politics gets in the way of mission. Some just want to get re-elected without
thinking of the ramifications of their decisions for our schools. Some say they
will worry about that later.
Community. Six of 11 participants responded in reflection of the values
communities have expressed about their school district and the programs it can offer their
students. These conversations with communities become especially poignant during the
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budget development process and during numerous public meetings a district will hold to
explain the ramifications of their proposed budget to their stakeholders. Participants
made the following observations over the course of their interviews:
We have all been advocates for exclusions to the cap, but if we exclude certain
things and the cap comes out to 5 or 6%, can the community still support that?
You have to think about the attitudes in the community and we had to lower it as
a result of the fact that people don’t really understand what a 2% cap actually
means. You may get a failed budget and you are below the cap only because
people don’t understand that you are below, because your tax levy cap calculation
puts you above 2%.
Paradigm shift. The next two categories identified through the coding process
were related to multiple challenges superintendents are facing and how they have
employed various strategies to offset these identified challenges. In addition, funding for
the school district’s operations became a recurring thought from the participants and is
discussed more in this section. Participants cited issues with funding that focused on
fundamental aid ratio district funding is calculated by funding limitations created by the
tax levy cap formula, and the lack of understanding that exists throughout many
communities related to how school districts are funded. Participant responses to
interview questions related to Research Question 2 led to two categories emerging from
the paradigm shift theme: Challenges and Funding. See Appendix F for the detailed
codes relating to paradigm shift.
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Challenges. Seven of the 11 participants highlighted numerous challenges they
have experienced. Such challenges fell into a few buckets related to (a) community
perspective and sentiments; (b) impact on the school’s operations; (c) mandates imposed
without appropriate funding, leaving the cost burden on the taxpayers; and (d) how to
manage competing priorities when some have literal life and death consequences.
Participants made the following observations over the course of their interviews:
From what I hear, this is obviously a big topic of discussion all the time. I think
all districts are struggling with this. Community reaction - why should my taxes
go up if I don’t have any kids in the district? Concern is making sure stakeholders
still come out and vote. We can't ask the question: How do we want to educate
our current first graders to be ready for the year 2030? The first few years amid
the tax cap, lack of state aid, frozen funding formulas, many districts have come
to the brink of not offering a solid high school program. There are some districts
upstate where some student, a valedictorian could not get into a state school
because their program had become so diluted. Many competing priorities, school
security, the opioid crisis, social emotional learning, students unable to cope and
adjust. How will we manage with limited funding?
Funding. Four of 11 participants reflected on their concerns over funding their
operations. The research findings suggest a disconnect between communication and
understanding in many communities related to the tax levy cap (TLC) calculation, what
that ultimately means in revenue dollars, and how that is explained to a community.
Participants made the following observations over the course of their interviews:
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Because of TLC calculation, we are leaving money on the table. We can’t really
do long term budgeting because we won’t know where the tax levy cap is going to
be. You can’t really project 5 years out, as many districts have tried to do,
because there are so many variables and you don’t know what your allowable
levy will be. The uncertainty makes it very difficult.
Resources needed for future financial viability. The next categories identified
through the coding process were related to concerns, both short term and long term that
surround the ability to have the resources needed for future financial viability.
Participant responses to interview questions related to Research Question 2 led to four
categories emerging from the resources needed for future financial viability theme:
Concern, financial health, panic, and financial structure. See Appendix F for the detailed
codes relating to resources needed for future financial viability.
Concern. This category was important because it highlighted remaining concerns
about the funding cliff that many superintendents originally forecasted when the tax levy
cap was first implemented. The research findings suggest that such ongoing concerns are
directly tied to the New York State economy and the level of state aid that may be
received in the years to come. Six of 11 participants made the following observations
over the course of their interviews:
I feel like the legislators that now represent us understand the relationship of the
schools and what needs to exist between us and the state and they have been very
good at living up to their obligations. If that changes, we're in trouble. Legislators
and policy makers have to make sure the public-school funding is not
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shortchanged. Economy is cycling so we are predicting the next few years
forward for another correction in the not-to-distant future. It’s an uncertainty that
exists year after year, whether it’s 1 year, or the next 5 years. There have to be a
lot of assurances from the state on aid if we are going to survive.
Financial health. Six of the 11 participants expressed the value and importance
of their district’s current financial position and standing and the relevance that
positioning has in planning for the future. The district’s current financial position was
gauged by the superintendent relative to the level of reserves currently on hand, the
district’s Moody’s rating, or the fiscal monitoring report that is conducted by the New
York State Office of the Comptroller. In some cases, participants appeared to consider
the district’s Moody’s rating or the State Comptroller’s office rating as a badge of honor
in relationship to the work that they, along with their business official and their boards of
education, had accomplished in the recent economic climate and with limited resources
on the revenue side of their budgets. Participants made the following observations over
the course of their interviews:
Healthy, largely due to the fact I have a great business official. Moody's Double
A rating - Proud of that accomplishment. Solid, stable, we continue to be in the
lowest quartile, or literally zero stress factor as designated by the OSC. But that
doesn’t mean things could change drastically in 2-3 years. This is also supported
by our high bond rating.
Panic. Four of 11 participants were forthcoming in their observations and
reflections about the sentiments they had when the tax levy cap legislation was originally
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announced. This category of panic emerged from these interviews and the inner thinking
of what participants were contemplating when originally trying to understand how this
legislation would impact their organizations. The research suggests that while the
original alarm has dissipated as a result of the time that has elapsed and having these
school district leaders learn how to position their organizations to manage this new
limited resource, such concerns still exist and are dependent on a few other variables tied
to funding for public education. Participants made the following observations over the
course of their interviews: “The reality is we thought we were going to go over a cliff in 3
years.” “There are districts that made claims that they would have to decimate programs
and do almost unconscionable things.”
Financial structure. Five of 11 participants commented on the financial structure
of their organizations and highlighted some changes and adjustments that have been
made in their process and decision-making when preparing their budget allocations. A
poignant synopsis was offered by one participant, who stated, “You’re not looking at
student first anymore, you’re looking at money first.” Another participant made the
following observations over the course of their interviews:
If the primary mission is going to be cut so the secondary mission can be
supported, they have a problem. A significant difference in the way we handled
our budget – it’s not just about preparing a budget, it’s also about the mindset of
people. We don't have conversations about new teachers or expanding programs
because we don’t have the finances to grow.
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Conceptual understanding. Participant responses to interview questions related
to Research Question 2 led to a single category, cynicism emerging from the conceptual
understanding theme: See Appendix F for the detailed codes relating to conceptual
understanding theme.
Cynicism. Three of 11 participants’ thoughts also encompassed some speculation
on the part of the participants about how the tax levy cap will play itself out over a longer
period of time and the opportunity that may exist to make adjustments to the legislative
language in the years to come. For example, one participant made the following
observations over the course of the interview: “If they were really thoughtful about what
they wanted to do, it would not have been permanent, but be forced to re-think it time and
time again. I would think that would be a good idea.”
Inequity. The next category that emerged was focused on the understanding and
acknowledgment of consequences that have been experienced by the participants. The
research findings suggest that some of the perspectives and sentiments that exist amongst
superintendents have a direct relationship to how much funding has been eroded from
school districts and their coffers to effectively program their operations. The research
also points to disparities that may exist when comparing school districts of different
economic composition. Table 4.13 (Appendix F) reflects the codes from these categories
aligned with the theme that emerged from participant responses to interview questions
related to Research Question 2.
Consequences. All the participants (11 of 11) reflected on recent commentary
heard in their communities about belt tightening and doing more with less as the impact
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of the tax cap became more apparent. The research showed this sentiment to be more
prevalent in districts with average socioeconomic make-up or low need communities.
This was a result, not solely from the leaders of high need/low wealth districts, but also
the perspectives shared by other superintendents responsible for districts with greater
financial means.
Of particular note was the context provided by some participants related to the
self-sustainability of the community itself and how graduates from high school at some
point have found their way back to move into the school district they graduated from.
However, with efforts to keep graduation rates on the incline and experience with some
recent high school graduates being required to take non-credit bearing remediation in
their first year or two of the college experience, the opportunity for those students to
make a meaningful contribution to their community in a higher paying, or more
rewarding job or career appeared in contrast compared to their low need/high wealth
districts counter-parts. Participants made the following observations over the course of
their interviews:
They recognize the value of belt tightening probably more than some of my
neighbors to the north who have the funds, who have the resources. Doesn’t
everyone want to provide as much opportunity to their kids as low needs districts?
With the tax cap, we can never catch up. You are not producing the level of
intellect in a community that’s needed to keep supporting itself. If the budgets do
not address what’s going on in the classroom, we are going to lose an entire
generation. I'm here to be a cheerleader for those that don’t have the intrinsic
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motivation. You just need the right teachers, regardless of what your home life
looks like. It'll be interesting to see when the pressure of the cap is really felt and
people need to start breaking through it, who’s successful and who isn’t. Nobody
has needed to, or very few people have needed to. It will be interesting to see if
my neighbors to the north are successful in breaking through. We are in a town
with a community right next door that has a tax base from commercial property
that has a significant offset in the taxes for residents. That is unfair practice. I
think there should be some kind of equity when it comes to that. Communities
usually strive based on the people that it serves. The more people you provide a
good education to, the better equipped they are to financially support themselves.
The economy is driven by that. It becomes a cycle of support. You want a
thriving community that has the proper education so that these individuals can
uplift themselves out of poverty, otherwise, generations of poverty will be
consistently continued. We always have to over budget in special education
which puts us on a collision course with the general education population. We
will look to cut positions through attrition; however, we have more students
coming in contrary to high wealthier districts where they are seeing a decrease in
student populations.
Strategic planning. This category was identified through perspectives shared by
participants related to the relationship the superintendent maintains with the staff, and in
particular, with the school business office. This position in a school district is referred to
in a variety of ways, which may include assistant superintendent for finance, assistant
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superintendent for business, SBO, CFO, or business administrator. Emphasis was placed
on the accuracy of financial forecasting and the reliance on how certain financial
recommendations may position the district in the subsequent years. Table 4.14
(Appendix F) reflects the codes from these categories along with the theme that emerged
from participant responses to interview questions related to Research Question 2.
Trust. Five of 11 participants acknowledged their trust and reliance on the work
done in their business office and how that plays a role in the factors they use for their
own decision-making. The research findings suggest that this is a critical relationship in
the operation of a school district and how careful and accurate planning has placed some
districts on a strong financial footing. The research suggests that this relationship also
translates to the perception the community has on the district and the confidence they
place in the superintendent to lead the educational system in their community.
Participants made the following observations over the course of their interviews:
Trust between the business office and my office. Where that trust does not exist,
there is a wall that’s between the business office and everyone else. If they trust
you and they trust you are a good financial person, they will vote yes for anything
you provide them. But you have to establish trust first.
Categories. Thirteen categories emerged from the data collected in relation to
Research Question 2. These categories were derived from responses to interview
questions that explored whether superintendents believed the tax levy cap was
influencing or impeding the decision-making process in budgeting for public education in
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the upcoming year, and in the several years to come? Table 4.15 reflects the entirety of
the emergent categories and the frequency of responses based on participant interviews.
Table 4.15
RQ2 - Categories/Frequency of Response
Category
Consequences
Challenges
Acceptance
Community
Concern
Financial Health
Financial Structure
Trust
Funding
Panic
Apathy
Board of Education
Cynicism

P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 P11 Total
X X X X X X X X X X
X
11
X X
X X
X X X
7
X X X
X
X X
6
X X X X X
X
6
X X
X X
X
X
6
X X
X X X
X
6
X
X
X
X
X
5
X X X
X
X
5
X X
X
X
4
X X X
X
4
X X X
3
X X X
3
X
X
X
3

Research Question 3. Due to other adjustments in budgetary approach, have
superintendents and their boards of education now learned new ways to control costs and
to better manage budget growth while providing and maintaining the student services,
programs, and outcomes their communities have come to expect? Each participant was
asked if there are other factors that are having an impact on decision-making related to
budget development in their district. Participants were also asked how the community
and the participants’ boards of education reacted to the tax levy cap an how that reaction
influences their decision-making related to budget development. The conversation was
then shifted to ascertain if the participants had implemented any different strategies or if
they would consider any different approach when evaluating the longer-range financial
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needs of the district. This question was followed by asking for context and if any of the
strategies outlined by the participant would ultimately create tension between obligated
cost drivers, such as health insurance, pension costs, and programmatical needs of the
district. This section of the interview concluded by asking participants if they believed
the tax cap was working. Table 4.16 (Appendix G) reflects the codes from the first two
categories and the theme that emerged from participant responses to interview questions
related to Research Question 3.
Acceptance. Nine of the 11 participants reflected on how their community has
reacted to the impact of the levy legislation and how they have positioned some of the
new strategies and approaches to budget development in recent years. Participants were
mixed in their view on whether they thought the tax levy cap was effective. Some, while
they were vocal in saying, “did not want to admit it,” but yes, they thought it was
“working.” Another legislative initiative made its way into the conversation referring to
the Affordable Care Act and its impact related to increased costs to districts being
mandated to now offer health insurance to its full-time employees. Some participants
reflected on the impact of the act and what they thought became a moral obligation to
provide, even in the event that this federal law is ever repealed. Participants made the
following observations over the course of their interviews:
Depends on the community you work in. Obamacare - even if repealed, how can
you take it away from those that now have it? Current moment we are okay with
it. But it is forcing us to go out on a bond issue because we can’t put any of that
work into our annual budget. If you have been a school district that has been
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responsible regarding budgeting prior to the cap, the cap really hasn't made a
difference. In New York, it really has established a close relationship between us
and our legislators. We really need to work with them and I think they get it.
Cynicism. The research question related to if the tax levy cap was working
solicited some responses from participants that were cynical in nature. Some of the
participants responded with additional questions relative to the direct impact it has on
how they respond to their community and develop their budgets, rather than a direct
answer to the interview question. Three of 11 participants made the following
observations over the course of their interviews:
When our colleagues are criticized for reserves being too high, they deserve the
criticism. It means they don’t have a plan, because from my experience with
those audits, that if you have a plan, there are no comments.
Community expectations. The next three categories emerged related to sentiments
from participants regarding their communities, the board of education involvement in the
budget and governance of the district, and the expectations expressed from community
members related to the upkeep of the district’s facilities. Table 4.17 (Appendix G)
reflects the codes from these categories along with the theme that emerged from
participant responses to interview questions related to Research Question 3.
Apathy. Two of 11 participants were reflective in their conversations with
community members and comments and feedback they have received from various
constituent groups related to budget development in the school system. The research
findings suggest that with the tax levy cap in place, tax pack groups have not been
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present at budget meetings and a developed understanding that if proposed tax levy
increase at a school district is at 2% or less, the community is less likely to come out and
vote as they feel the district is operating within the parameters established in the
legislation. Participants made the following comments during their interviews: “The tax
pack people have gone away and they don’t come to our board meeting anymore.” “We
don’t deal with as much negativity on the newspapers anymore.”
Board of education. Five of 11 participants acknowledged the importance of their
own relationship with the board of education and the reliance on the trust that is built
over time when discussing budget development. This was especially important when a
superintendent was finalizing their analysis on upcoming budget needs and making
recommendations to the board to reallocate funding within a budget from various specific
budget codes. Without that established trust, some board members may feel skepticism
towards the superintendent and the administrative team with possible thoughts that
previous years’ budgets were overinflated, which would allow for subsequent year
reallocations without causing any budget reductions or cuts. Participants made the
following observations over the course of their interviews:
My board focuses on keeping costs to a minimum, benefit to a maximum. You
can't always achieve that under a tax cap. We need their support. Their reaction
will have a huge impact. We are transparent with the board. The Board is aware
of the pressures of the cap.
Physical plant. One of the 11 participants felt the pressures to maintain or
upgrade their physical plant and facilities; however, financially, there were instances
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where the resources were not available, or needed to be re-allocated from a physical plant
need to a student outcome performance curriculum plan. Relative to the research
question, the information shared during the interviews did not indicate this was a new
cost control, but rather, a necessary reaction to reallocate resources towards needs in the
classroom, but at the expense of maintaining the physical plant. A participant made the
following observation during the course of their interview:
There was not good planning over the past 20 years to fund capital improvements
in the budget. We are using the capital reserve to do maintenance projects. We
have said to the community for the last 10 years, we don’t want to borrow.
The following two categories came forth in the interviews related to sentiments
from participants regarding their community viewpoints and more recent current events
related to school safety and security and how those emerging needs caused a redirection
of resources that were originally intended for student and classroom supports. Over the
past few years, as superintendents watched news events about school shootings unfold,
the topic of school safety came to the forefront in the hearts and minds of every
community and school administrator. These events played a role and had an impact and
influence on budget related matters at every school district and in every community.
Table 4.18 (Appendix G) reflects the codes from these categories along with the theme
that emerged from participant responses to interview questions related to Research
Question 3.
Community. Communications, trust, and involvement of the community was
cited in participant interviews. The transparency and listening skills to accept the
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feedback from community during the budget development process was also cited as an
important component of the decision-making process. Seven of the 11 participants made
the following observations over the course of their interviews:
Biggest challenge is convincing everybody - getting everyone to see the global
picture. I think the community is less interested. Not sure if that is because they
are more trusting, but they are less anxious. There is less conversation about the
budget, less opposition. If people are tuned into what the actual number is, then it
becomes problematic because that becomes the expectation every year for us to be
under the cap. As the largest employer in most communities, staff members also
work in the district and understand the balance between keeping costs down and
ensuring quality programs for their children.
Safety and security. Three of 11 participants responded with a newfound and
growing appreciation for the need for increased or enhanced school safety programs and
security measures. Responses were specific in citing recent news events in schools
across the country and the impact these tragic events have played in the decision-making
process for school superintendents. Participants did not view these new safety and
security investments as “luxury” or “nice-to-have” items, but rather, a result of a
superintendent’s reaction to these events, coupled with pressure from parents and other
stakeholders in a community to ensure any type of tragedy could be avoided in the
community in which they live. Participants made the following observations over the
course of their interviews: “We had expenditures in our budget for various items. That

107

changed after Parkland where everything shifted to new security measures in the district.
Security was more pressing than some of the program changes we wanted to make.”
Strategic planning. Negotiations and funding sources were the next two
categories that emerged from participant interviews. Participants discussed several
different points related to how recent negotiations with collective bargaining units within
their district had produced favorable results in minimizing expense growth over the term
of the newly settled agreement. The research suggested that being more aggressive at the
negotiations table had been a favored approach containing the leverage to obtain more
reasonable settlements in the past several years. This finding in the research is directly
aligned to Research Question 3, as the savings derived by these more favorable labor
agreements was able to be applied to sustain student programs and provide increased
opportunities for students. Table 4.19 (Appendix G) reflects the codes from these
categories along with the theme that emerged from participant responses to interview
questions related to Research Question 3.
Negotiations. Four of the 11 participants voiced some realizations in their
responses that suggest a new perspective on the impact of some of the successful
negotiations that have taken place in recent years with collective bargaining units
throughout Nassau County. Identified as an unintended consequence, participants
identified a new stark reality, which is that attracting and retaining talented, key
personnel in a school district is becoming increasingly difficult given the new limitations
in revenue that the tax levy cap has created. Participants made the following
observations over the course of their interviews:

108

It is a huge unintended consequence that has not hit yet - but it will hit the middleclass school districts. We are not going to get teachers to fill our classrooms or
qualified administrators. We are starting to have trouble attracting teachers and
good administrators. Look at the salaries of people there, nobody ever takes into
account the cost of living in those places.
Funding sources. Seven of the 11 participants responded with indications that
there is an increased reliance on state aid and ensuring that this source of revenue keeps
pace with the expense growth school districts are experiencing. Looking into and
utilizing other forms of funding, such as grants, was also a common strategy that was
voiced by participants; however, this funding source had limitations and would never rise
to the level needed to sustain the districts operations. Participants went further to make
the following observations over the course of their interviews:
It’s a sad statement, but everything is really based on the financial condition of
the state. If the state finds itself in peril, the rest of us will as well. It curtailed
those districts that could not curtail themselves. It does force superintendents and
business officials to be more responsible - to think long and hard about your
budgets and where money is going. Once they put the tax cap in place, they
shifted the burden to them and they had to become much more of an active
partner in educating our children.
Strategic planning and resources needed. The next two categories that emerged
from the interviews related to Research Question 3 was reserves and financial structure.
Participants provided their detailed thoughts about how they had accumulated their
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reserve funds, the usage of these reserves related to offsetting budget appropriations, the
district’s financial ability to replenish reserve funds on an ongoing basis, and the impact
reserve usage would endure in the event there was a change in the state aid funding
structure. Participants also commented on the financial structure that exists in public
education and at their individual school districts and the impact this financial structure
has on their decision-making. The research findings suggested a shift in this thinking,
with the implementation of the tax levy cap legislation. Table 4.20 (Appendix G) reflects
the codes from these categories along with the theme that emerged from participant
responses to interview questions related to Research Question 3.
Reserves. Six of 11 participants made the following observations over the course
of their interviews:
If the state aid doesn’t come through, there is only a certain number of years
where your reserves will sustain you. We have been fortunate enough to consider
maintaining reserves and keeping an unencumbered reserve at a higher rate that
the state guidelines, only so we can address the contingencies and unforeseen
possibilities of what could happen with state aid. If you are going to build up
reserves, have a plan. Building them is important. The community recognizes the
importance of that and we educate them every year giving us the opportunity to
flatten out the budget experience. Since times have been good in the last few
years, we have salted a significant amount of money into reserves - and we have
passed muster with the NYS comptroller’s office. We have a plan for the reserve
use to expense down the road. We have built them properly and have an
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expenditure plan for their use. We try to build our capital reserves rather quickly
and take care of capital needs without borrowing. We try to identify the cycles in
the economy and structure our budget so we always have significant reserves
falling out in the end - that’s been intentional. Perhaps our capital improvement
program needs to slow before we start to talk about programs and services - that
represents a few million dollars falling out every year. Truly helping us is really
the financial condition we have created over a period of time - and funding our
reserves. Use of capital reserve avoids interest/debt service payments. The
community loves that. I can't imagine they're ever going to want to go back to the
point in time where they want to borrow, although the cap legislation makes
borrowing attractive, ironically. We try to leverage these things to make sure that
long term down the road, we have ample reserves necessary to pay those things
out. Does that mean we will always be able to do that? Maybe. We will still
need to do some replenishing of our reserves so we can’t spend down foolishly.
Financial structure. Three of 11 participants made the following observations
over the course of their interviews:
If I need more money, it means another school district is going to get less, and
they’re not giving anyone less, right? It always starts and ends with our kids always. We've been able to grow programs in this environment because state aid
has filled in the gap. Fixed costs that continue to rise should not be leading to
compromise any of our educational programs. If the government wants to make
sure its citizens don’t get taxed more than they should be, then make sure that
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what you promised with foundation aid also comes. This was the most
irresponsible thing for the government to do.
Participants reflected on how their previous decision-making upon the initial
introduction of the levy cap legislation, and in the immediate years following has now
caused them to re-think some of those strategies and influences affecting how they
shaped their decisions. More specifically, participants are just now coming to the
realization that inroads made in negotiation settlements in recent years are now creating
barriers for new staff to enter the field due to limitations in earning potential. However,
one participant also acknowledged that their district, while classified as a low need/high
wealth district, would still be unable to sustain the six figure salaries currently earned by
their more seasoned staff. Table 4.21 (Appendix G) reflects the codes from this category
along with the theme that emerged from participant responses to interview questions
related to Research Question 3.
Limitations for staff recruitment. This also represents an inequity, when
comparing districts with greater resources, as they are able to attract and retain talented
staff, while other districts struggle and are unable to compete in the talent market. One
participant made the following observations during the course of their interviews:
The delivery of service will have to change, less face-to-face time with a teacher.
Some teaching may have to take place at home. We have to change the paradigm.
Shortened weeks perhaps, but that creates a huge problem at home with parents
that would have to figure out what they do with their children.
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Consequences of the tax levy cap implementation were described by participants
over the next round of questions. Participants elaborated on their experiences with
decision-making as a result of the levy legislation and the impact it was having on their
budget development efforts. The research findings suggest that superintendents,
regardless of the socioeconomic status of their community, recognize the inequities that
exist, and have been exacerbated since the tax levy cap was put into place. Table 4.22
(Appendix G) reflects the codes from this category of consequences along with the theme
that emerged from participant responses to interview questions related to Research
Question 3.
Consequences. Seven of the 11 participants also provided insight related to
inequity concerns not related to finances, but rather, related to the disparity of support
that is increasing with each budget year between the special education student population
and students who are considered general education students and do not require any
mandated additional services during the school day. One participant cited this as the
potential for a “class war” between parents of special education students and the parents
of a general education student. For example, if the mandated costs in services for special
education students continue to rise, the only immediate offset in a district’s expenses
would be to reduce or cut other programs. When that occurs, it usually means that
elective programs may be the first to be reduced. That could translate into a reduction of
AP courses in a high school, which would only impact general education students.
Consequently, those general education students would lose opportunities in order for the
district to absorb additional mandated costs to educate a special education student
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population. Participants made the following observations over the course of their
interviews:
I believe that equalizing education is critical to me. Different communities have
resources in different ways. Our community struggles. High percentage of
students with free and reduced lunch, students that are English language learners,
students with special needs, students we call "at risk". I still don’t think we get
our fair share because they haven't made any changes to address students with
special needs, the change in the ENL population and the change in poverty, so we
continue to put more resources towards students with the highest needs. If I am in
a wealthy district, I always find other ways to fund what I want to fund. In a
really poor district, there's money that can come to me in other ways, like title
money or grants - but it’s everybody in the middle - we don’t fit the qualifications
for the grants. We don’t have the community that has extra money. Always
fearful there will be a class war between parents of AP kids and special ed
families. Getting all the resources you need in each district would level the
playing field.
Categories. A total of 13 categories emerged from the data collected in relation
to Research Question 3. These categories were derived from responses to interview
questions that explored whether superintendents and their boards of education had made
other adjustments in budgetary approach, or now learned new ways to control costs and
to better manage budget growth while providing and maintaining the student services,
programs, and outcomes their communities have come to expect? Table 4.23 reflects the
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entirety of the emergent categories and the frequency of responses based on participant
interviews.
Table 4.23
RQ3 - Categories/Frequency of Response
Category
Acceptance
Community
Funding Sources
Consequence
Reserves
Board of Education
Negotiations
Cynicism
Safety and Security
Financial Structure
Apathy
Physical Plant
Limits Staff Recruiting

P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 P11 Total
X X X X X X
X X X
9
X X X X X X
X
7
X
X
X
X X
X
X
7
X X X X X
X
X
7
X
X X
X
X X
6
X X X
X
X
5
X X
X
X
4
X
X X
3
X
X
X
3
X X
X
3
X
X
2
X
1
X
1

Themes
The analysis of data from interview responses produced six major themes, which
included (a) conceptual understanding, (b) community expectations, (c) resources needed
for future financial viability, (d) paradigm shift, (e) strategic planning, and (f) inequity.
These six predominant themes crossed all three of the research questions and provide a
context for the factors that are considered and evaluated in the decision-making process
for superintendents developing a budget for their school system in the age of a tax levy
cap in New York State. Understanding the decision-making factors allows a deeper
understanding of the pressures and competing priorities that exist in a public school
system, and provides an additional tool for superintendents navigating a complex
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community landscape comprised of numerous stakeholders with competing priorities and
agendas related to how the school system should operate.
Conceptual understanding. Participant responses suggest a general
understanding of the tax levy cap and the reasons the legislation was first passed into law.
This understanding encompassed a range of emotions displayed by the participants in
their responses to interview questions. Some respondents were reticent to admit the tax
levy cap was effective, but did acknowledge an understanding of the reasoning behind it.
The research findings suggest this was a shift of thinking compared to the original
reactions of panic and concern of an imminent funding cliff. Given appropriate state aid
in future years, respondents believe they could maintain their operations in future years.
Community expectation. Community expectations emerged as another theme as
all participants cited various community stakeholders who have provided feedback to the
superintendent and board of education during public budget meetings that relate to how
the district approaches the development of their budget. Comments from participants
ranged from an inherent trust that has been established between the superintendent, the
Board, and the community, to community members expressing concern to the Board and
superintendent when realizing that if they are able to “tighten their belts” in their own
private businesses, so too should the district be able to exercise the same restraint in
budget development.
Resources needed for future financial viability. Participants expressed their
values, beliefs, forecasts, operational concerns, limitations faced, and their individual
experiences and the pressures that exist in their particular communities related to the
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ability to maintain their existing programs, while trying to plan for additional needs that
have evolved while meeting the expectations of their community to provide their students
with the best, most well-rounded educational experience. The research findings suggest
different challenges that have evolved over time since the tax levy cap implementation
and the considerations a superintendent must evaluate when finalizing a budget plan.
Paradigm shift. Participants reflected on new ways of thinking and their
approach to budget development that have arisen in the past 7 years since the tax levy cap
was established. This shift in paradigm suggests concerns over existing funding formulas
for New York State and the impact on individual districts. The research findings suggest
that there is not a “one size fits all” funding formula that will work, given the disparities
that exist in wealth, the socioeconomic make up of each community, the pressures that
exist with the demographics in some communities, and how some districts are seeing a
rapid rise in enrollment, most notably in high need/low wealth communities, and
particularly in students that are English language learners. These disparities create
different pressures that the current state aid formula does not accommodate or provide
any relief for in terms of the pressures exerted on the school system.
Strategic planning. Participants elaborated on specific approaches they have
undertaken in the financial analysis of their operations, major cost factors, longer range
forecasting, and the use of and ability to replenish reserve funds in the years to come.
These collective attributes of a superintendent’s approach to long term planning have
enabled them to better understand costs factors and various strategies to mitigate those
pressures.
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Inequity. The research findings suggest that each participant has some
impression that inequities exist, regardless of the Needs Resource Index category their
school district falls under. Each participant was reflective of the challenges they face in
their own operations, irrespective of their need category. Participants went to the extent
of referring to such inequities as de facto segregation, given past experiences with
initially understanding the impact of the tax levy cap and formulating plans to ensure the
district could avoid insolvency.
Major Findings
The results of this study revealed eight major findings. These findings provide
insight and responses to the three research questions and reveal the reaction and
approaches superintendents have followed in response to the tax levy cap legislation.
Major finding 1. Superintendents clearly identify consequences to their
educational programs since the tax levy cap implementation. All participants cited
specific examples of programmatical changes and reductions that were necessary due to
the implementation of the tax levy cap. These reductions and limitations for program
growth were identified regardless of the socioeconomic makeup of the community or the
district’s position on the State Education Department’s Needs Resource Index. The
research findings suggest that some superintendents did have an initial emotional
response to the implications of the tax levy cap in 2012, as they voiced concerns and
acknowledged initial panic in anticipation of the legislation. This emotional response
was followed by a more pragmatic reaction of having to analyze their operations more
closely and look for further efficiencies, and, in some cases, reductions to programs and
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staff to make their proposed expense budgets balance with forecasted revenues. In the
subsequent years after the tax levy cap was established, superintendents have been able to
identify areas where they could add back to their programs bringing them back to a level
they were at in 2012.
Major finding 2. Superintendents have now voiced a general acceptance of the
tax levy cap existence despite the ramifications it has created. Ten of the 11 participants
elaborated on their thoughts and insights related to their own acceptance of this new
legislation and the adjustments that were necessary to make to maintain the operational
integrity of their organizations. One of the categories that emerged was acceptance, as
superintendents elaborated on their thoughts, commenting specifically on the
understanding that the tax cap was one way to get spending under control across the state.
For example, some participants acknowledged that they have managed to stay within the
cap limitation and still meet all of the educational needs in their community. Another
participant expressed the understanding of the philosophy and concept of the legislation
and why the general population would want such a law. One participant recognized the
intention of government to support a community and its taxpayers from being burdened
with paying an exorbitant amount of taxes. These insights support an acceptance of the
tax levy cap implementation with the rationale behind why it was established.
Major finding 3. Despite the acceptance of the tax levy cap and the limitations it
places on a district’s ability to increase revenue for its operations, superintendents
maintain longer range concerns related to the sustainability of their operations. In all,
28 codes emanated from nine of the 11 participants citing concerns over long term
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sustainability and the true impact of the tax levy cap. This suggests a dichotomy between
the acceptance of the legislation and the real-world ramifications that remain in the minds
of superintendents. In relation to Research Question 1, this finding does not indicate that
participants feel a funding cliff is still imminent, as originally felt in 2012. However,
participants voiced multiple concerns that, should financial structures in the form of state
aid be reduced in anyway, it could spell economic disaster for school districts. In
addition, some participants identified concerns related to the true impact of the tax cap
when the Consumer Price Index (CPI) is above 2%. In that scenario, confusion is created
for communities to understand how the levy cap calculation is derived. Based on the
cap’s calculation formula, when CPI is over 2%, coupled with some of the inclusions and
exclusions that are part of each district’s calculation of the formula, it is feasible for the
2% tax cap actually to be well over 2% (Office of the New York State Comptroller,
2012). In fact, this was the case during the most recent budget development cycle in
planning for the 2019-2020 school year. The CPI is calculated by the U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics and for the year-end 2018, the CPI was 2.44%. Participants cited
concerns related to the lack of community understanding related to how school districts
calculate the cap limit and how to explain to the community when the tax cap actually
exceeds the 2% mark.
Major finding 4. Superintendents initially saw opportunity in leveraging the
limitations of the tax cap for negotiation purposes; however, several years later, that has
turned into a limitation to attract and retain critical staff. Nine of the 11 participants
discussed how the tax levy cap helped to get union negotiations more aligned with the
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revenue limitations created by the tax levy cap. For example, one participant elaborated
on the cooperation received by their unions, which worked, realizing the challenges faced
by districts, helping to make sure jobs and programs were protected. This participant
recognized that the spirit of those negotiations had shifted, recognizing the financial facts
presented by the impact of the tax levy cap. Other participants also recognized that the
conversation at the bargaining table had changed with the realization that future salary
increases needed to be aligned somewhat to the tax levy cap. Conversely, two of the
participants acknowledged that an increased number of prospective teachers and
administrators considering entry into the field of education are now realizing that the
career trajectory is limited over time.
Concerns were raised by participants that there are not enough replacements for
teachers who are approaching retirement age. With a newly establish ceiling of a
teacher’s earning potential, there becomes a series of contributing factors that will likely
reduce the pool of candidates interested in pursuing education as a career. As a result, the
research findings suggest that this will be a growing concern for superintendents in the
near future as some are already experiencing this phenomenon. The outcome of this
quandary directly relates to Research Question 3, as superintendents did find an
alternative approach to budgeting and using the tax levy cap as leverage to negotiate
more favorable and cost-effective terms in favor of the district and community taxpayers.
The research findings suggest that this leverage may be a short-term gain, with a longterm adverse impact on being able to attract and retain key staff in the teaching and
educational profession.
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Major finding 5. Superintendents recognize the challenges of being transparent
with their community communications, while concurrently communities voice skepticism
on how budgets are developed and presented in relation to the tax cap limit.
Superintendents are struggling with a perception problem that exists in their communities
about what the tax levy cap really is and how it is calculated. In total, eight of the 11
participants cited the struggles they are experiencing in trying to keep their communities
informed related to the impact of the tax levy. For example, participants identified a
conflict in the public perception of the tax levy cap because most communities
mistakenly believe a 2% cap means 2%. This conflict in community perception has
forced some superintendents to recommend to their board of education that the district
does not go all the way up to their calculated cap, but instead, try to appease local voters
by proposing a budget that curtails the amount of levy presented in favor of a lower
number that might appear more palatable to the community. This type of decisionmaking means that a district does not raise the amount of taxes that would be allowed
under the parameters outlined by the tax cap legislation. As a result, there is a further
loss of revenue to the district, which could amount to several hundred thousand dollars.
Further exacerbating the issue is that the subsequent year’s tax levy cap would then be
calculated based on a lower number (notwithstanding any carry-over amounts the district
may be inclined to calculate), creating a perpetual and compounding decrease to the levy
amounts the district would otherwise be able to collect. Participants recognized that they
no longer are required to create and present a spending plan to their communities per se.
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Rather, they just try to be under the cap because that is what the community expectation
has become.
The research findings related to this outcome have a direct relation to Research
Question 2, as the pressures experienced since the creation of the tax cap are impeding
decision-making by superintendents, evidenced by an ability to raise more revenue by
virtue of the tax cap calculation, but a decision to forego that amount of increase in favor
of a lower amount to the detriment of valued programs in the district. This idea of
considering a different viewpoint, or frame of reference due to political pressures was
outlined by Bolman and Deal (2017) when they described the four frames rooted in both
managerial and social science. Eight of the participants cited the consideration of this
political frame as having an influence in their decision-making.
Major finding 6. Superintendents have become more cognizant of district
finances and have focused on longer term analysis as a tool to manage resources and be
better prepared. All participants spoke specifically of the funding challenges or the
struggle to identify additional funding sources and how it currently has impacted or will
impact their district programs over the next several years. Several categories emerged,
including funding sources, reserves, diminished resources, financial structure, and
financial health, all related to finances in a school district. Six of the 11 participants
spoke in detail of the financial health of their district, as measured by their year-end
audits, the New York State Comptroller’s Office Fiscal Monitoring reports, and the
district’s Moody’s rating. The superintendents described their ratings and financial
standing with a source of pride and accomplishment having attained this standing in a
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financial environment of diminishing resources. This finding suggests an area of new or
renewed focus for superintendents that has moved to the forefront of their responsibilities
as CEO of the organization. For example, one participant acknowledged that in their
leadership role, “the Superintendent must be aware of finances.” Another participant
expressed their perspective that, “the tax cap has brought a certain mindfulness to the part
of everyone and school districts. It has allowed a shift in thinking.” Another participant
acknowledged issues that superintendents believe still exist with the state aid funding
formula and the critical need to create a solution in the formula to equalize education
funding throughout the state.
Utilization of reserve funds was paramount in the responses from eight of the 11
participants. The research findings suggest that superintendents are fully aware of the
need and increasing reliance on their reserves, but these same superintendents voice
concerns for the long-term ability to replenish their reserve amounts in this limited
revenue financial environment. Participants cited their strategic approach to ensure their
reserves were fully funded, leading up to 2012 when the tax levy cap was implemented,
knowing that there would be an increased strain on the budget side of their operations.
Participants admitted this forethought paid positive dividends, even after 7 years of tax
levy cap budget development. As evidenced by these findings, these categories and the
corresponding responses were directly aligned with Research Question 3 and the prior
research suggesting that these descriptions were new ways to better manage the budget
growth and budget development process toward maintaining positive outcomes for
students.
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Major finding 7. Superintendents put a great deal of value on their relationship
with the governing board of education, and the trust they place in their chief business
official. Those relationships and the trusting bond that needs to be developed have a
significant impact on the positive trajectory of the organization. Participants were very
cognizant of the trust that needs to be established and maintained to effectively lead the
organization. Seven of the 11 participants spoke in detail regarding the relationship they
have with their board and their business official and how that translates to trust within the
community as well. Superintendents recognized the political pressure their governing
boards were under to keep tax burdens low in their communities. For example,
participants acknowledged that their board members, as trustees of the organization and
elected to their post by the community, had an inherent need to pacify the constituents
who elected them to their post. Superintendents also were appreciative in knowing that
their boards recognized that the district they governed, and the superintendent hired to
lead the organization were continually faced with the quandary of playing catch-up with
meeting the demands of the state education department with the limited resources
available to them. They also understood it would be a significant hurtle to try and juggle
the development of new programs and opportunities for their students while maintaining
the ones that already existed. Some superintendents elaborated further, saying that their
boards will always respond to community needs and would adamantly be opposed to
piercing the cap, should the need arise in the future. Some of the participants cited their
board’s micro-management of operational tasks as a major hinderance to the progress of
their district. Further, there was an acknowledgment that some prospective board
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candidates have run for their seats with politically motivated agendas that are contrary to
the district’s vision. These findings shed important light on issues related to Research
Question 3 and the barrier to progress that may exists when a superintendent and a board
are not aligned with the vision and mission of the district. This matter will be discussed
further in the recommendation section of this chapter.
Major finding 8. Inequities between high need/low wealth and low need/high
wealth districts and de facto segregation are prevalent in Nassau County, and on Long
Island. A comparison of perspectives between high need/low wealth and low need/high
wealth school districts emerged from the data collection and analysis. Regardless of the
socioeconomic status of the community or its position on the New York State Education
Department’s Needs Resources Index, all participants had a perspective related to the
comparison of how the tax levy was impacting their district in comparison to neighboring
districts. Five of the 11 participants cited specifically the disparity that exists between
the two categories of school districts. For example, a participant reflected on how a lowincome neighborhood typically will have a high transient population with only one
homeowner paying the taxes for the property. This participant went further to explain
that those types of communities typically will have families with school aged children
that may be new to the country and have limited English speaking skills. These students,
in many cases, require additional educational services as they come into the district,
lagging behind their same aged peers in academic experience, and accordingly,
performance. Participants from the high need/low wealth districts were specific in
identifying that immigrant children are flooding their communities consistently with lots
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of needed and services required. As a result, these low wealth districts cannot afford to
bear the increased tax burden that would be necessary to provide these mandated
services. Participants also cited that poor communities have no other ways of raising
funds, in contrast to the higher wealth neighbors. Finally, another participant stated, “I
think a lot of people don’t want to talk about it, but the big elephant in the room would be
de facto segregation.” There was an observation made that racism and prejudice is taught
in our region and society.
Educational leaders represent an important role in our communities and are tasked
to set the direction and vision for school improvement, while ensuring student learning
and success (Habegger, 2008). The participants in this study demonstrated their
commitment and dedication to their role as school superintendents through decades of
dedicated service. The candid responses to interview questions throughout the data
collection phase sheds light on the many challenges that exist and lie ahead. The
indicators referenced in this chapter suggest that our school leaders have been hampered
in being able to focus on the fundamentals of student learning and the elaborated goals
throughout our public-school systems of improving student outcomes.
Summary of Results
This qualitative study was designed to examine superintendent decision-making
related to the New York State tax levy cap and its impact on budgeting for public
education. More specifically, this study focused on understanding what factors a
superintendent considers in the decision-making process during budget development, as
well the inequities and social injustice that exists due to funding limitations at some
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school districts. The open coding techniques produced a voluminous amount of data.
These data resulting from the coding process summarized many category descriptions
consistent with participants’ perspectives, given their past experiences in managing their
large organizations and the pressures exhibited from various stakeholders throughout
each community. Each of these stakeholders comes to the superintendent and the board
of education during the budget development process to convey their individual agenda
and area of priority for resource allocations.
The results of this study produced eight major findings. These findings provide
insight and information related to the factors and considerations superintendents have
been evaluating, the impact of this evaluation, and ultimately, the final decision-making
related to budget development for their districts in the aftermath of the tax levy cap
legislation. Chapter 5 provides details pertaining to the eight major findings, how these
findings relate to the body of literature presented in Chapter 2, and what implications
these findings may have for superintendents in the field. In addition, given these findings
and the future ramifications they may have on public education, the researcher also
outlines limitations experienced during this study, while providing recommendations for
future study that will add to the body of knowledge for future educational leaders and
practitioners.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Introduction
In May 2011, as pressure from a statewide fiscal crisis was mounting, New York
State Governor Andrew Cuomo responded to mounting pressure for tax reform and
initiated new tax levy cap legislation (Hakim, 2011). Research conducted by the Council
of School Superintendents revealed that with the onset of this new tax levy cap
legislation, school superintendents believed that a funding cliff was imminent and school
districts would become financially insolvent within 2-4 years (NYSCSS, 2012).
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to examine decisionmaking factors school superintendents evaluate and consider related to the New York
State tax levy cap and its impact on budgeting for public education. This chapter
includes a discussion of the major findings of this study, relates the findings to the prior
research, and describes what the future ramifications of such decision-making will be.
Working within the newly established funding limitations of a tax levy cap, this chapter
discussion includes the ramifications a superintendent must consider when managing
expectations from a variety of stakeholders in a community. In addition, this chapter
includes discussion with regard to connections relating to the impact of the tax levy cap
for school districts on opposite ends of the financial resource index. The findings of this
research suggest that superintendents in high need/low wealth districts are having a
different experience in dealing with the impact of the tax levy cap compared to their low
need/high wealth counterparts.
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The results of this study were derived through qualitative research methods
designed to gain an understanding of the inner thinking of school superintendents, their
values, perspectives, concerns, and pressures experienced since the establishment of a tax
levy cap in New York State. School districts obtain their revenue from two major
sources: state aid and local taxes (NYSASBO, 2015). With a limitation placed on one of
those major revenue sources in 2012, when the legislation was first implemented,
superintendents at that time expressed deep concerns that their school operations would
become insolvent within a few short years (NYSCSS, 2012).
Implications of Findings
The significance of this study was multifaceted. First, this study was aimed at
learning whether superintendents still believe a funding cliff is imminent due to the New
York State legislation of 2012, that limited the amount of taxes that could be raised by
any New York State municipality. Superintendent perceptions of this financial threat to a
primary revenue stream for the district, and ultimately a possible fear of a funding cliff
may cause superintendents to approach their annual budgeting in certain, more
conservative ways, which could have an adverse effect on program development and
student opportunity. Second, this study was intended to better understand school
superintendent approaches to budgetary decision-making given the new limitations
caused by the tax levy cap. Since 2012, state aid, a major revenue source for a school
district has kept relative pace with the deltas created from having a limited tax levy.
Given the legislated limitation now established on the other major source of revenue
needed for a school district to maintain their operations, is the tax levy still influencing or
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impeding the decision-making process in creating public school budgets for the following
year and several years into the future? Examining the competing priorities and numerous
pressures that are exerted upon a superintendent in the process of developing a spending
plan that meets the objectives of a board of education’s vision and mission statements, a
strategic plan, and the special interests of a diverse community can be a daunting task.
This study provided a deeper understanding of those pressures, identified specific
sources, and revealed some of the deeper thinking and approaches some superintendents
have employed to manage these community expectations. By understanding the
superintendents’ concerns, pressures, and competing priorities, a less experienced
superintendent can be better positioned to lead towards more productive outcomes for
students and their taxpayer parents and guardians.
Next, many superintendents and trade organizations had predicted school district
insolvency within a 2 to 4-year window after the tax levy cap was implemented in 2012.
Now, 7 years into its existence, there are no school districts in Nassau County that have
gone financially insolvent. However, there are some districts in high need/low wealth
communities that continue to pursue what they term their fair share of state aid to meet
the needs of their communities (Hildebrand, 2019). These districts continue to struggle
with providing a sound, basic education (Campaign for Fiscal Equity, 2011). Moreover,
although sentiments of concern remain prominent related to the financial pressures and
risk factors that school districts face to remain solvent and productive organizations in
their respective communities, the research findings suggest that superintendents have
navigated these pressures successfully thus far and have identified the critical points
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needed to succeed in the new limited revenue reality. Given this apparent success, this
study was designed to discover whether superintendents have learned new ways to
control costs and better manage their annual budget growth while being able to maintain
the student services, programs, and outcomes their communities have come to expect.
Limitations
This section of the discussion addresses the limitations of this study. The
participants of this study were all school superintendents at a school district located
within Nassau County, New York. This researcher is currently an assistant
superintendent for business and administrative services at one of the school districts also
located within Nassau County. Despite the population density of Nassau County, the
professional colleagues throughout the educational system all develop personal,
professional relationships over time. Over the course of the past several years, this
researcher has developed professional relationships with the participants of this study and
knew each participant in varying capacities prior to the interview being scheduled. It is
possible that this pre-existing relationship provided a level of trust and comfort to the
participants inviting them to speak openly and freely about their personal experiences
related to the tax levy cap. Although this researcher does not believe there would have
been a significant difference in the outcome, it is possible that participant responses
would either have been more guarded, or perhaps more open if the interview was a
completely independent party with no prior knowledge or relationship with the
participants. A second limitation of the study was the limited geographical region from
which participants were selected to participate. The outcome and findings of this study
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relate to the personal experiences of these particular superintendents with experiences
based on the demographic and socioeconomic makeup of the communities they serve. It
is plausible that superintendents in other regions of New York State, working in
communities with a different demographic and socioeconomic makeup, may be
experiencing different pressures and challenges related to the tax levy cap
implementation. Thus, the findings of this study are limited to the superintendent
experiences of the participants and are not considered generalizable.
Recommendation for Further Study
1. This study examined the decision-making of school superintendents related to
the New York State tax levy cap and its impact on budgeting for public
education. Given the disparity in socioeconomics and demographics in
different regions across New York State, this study could be replicated in
other regions of the state to gauge any similarities or disparities in findings.
Findings from different regions throughout the state would add valuable
insight to the body of knowledge related to how superintendents are managing
and their ability to lead their districts toward productive outcomes in a
financial climate of limited resources.
2. A similar study should be conducted among board members, and further,
delineating board presidents and vice-presidents from board trustees to gauge
any similarities, disparities, or alignment with the experiences shared by
superintendents. This type of similar study may yield valuable insights into
the functionality and productivity of different school districts in high need/low
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wealth versus low need/high wealth communities. The findings of this
research study suggested a difference in experiences by the superintendents
when comparing the districts’ positions on the New York State Education
Departments Needs Resource Index. Further research into the differences in
terms of how these districts are governed and managed and the relationship
between the board of education and their superintendent may produce insights
that would allow struggling districts to emulate the success in management
and governance approach experienced by more successful, financially stable
districts.
3. A similar study could be conducted in a focus group/case study format,
engaging community members and significant school district stakeholders,
such as parent-teacher associations, union leadership, Rotary Club members,
civic associations, and other similar community minded organizations. The
findings of this study supported the existence of frustration on the part of
superintendents when trying to set and manage expectations in the community
related to the tax levy cap. More specifically, some participants referred to
the lack of understanding and knowledge among some members in the
community related to the details and calculation formulas used for the tax levy
cap. This type of research study seeking to engage these community
stakeholders could provide valuable insights that would aid superintendents in
evaluating strategies to further educate and engage community stakeholders in
the budget development process.
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4. Further research pertaining to the inequities that exist between high need/low
wealth districts and their low need/high wealth counterparts would add to the
body of knowledge and may be an additional catalyst to promote policy
change in NY state government. Further research to address the pitfalls of an
outdated foundation aid formula, which was cited repeatedly by the
participants of this study, is warranted. The outcomes of such research could
provide our state policy makers, legislators, and government with a grassroots
context to describe the ramifications that are being experienced due to the
limits placed on the resources public education needs.
Conclusion
The findings of this study point to challenges that currently exist, and the future
ramifications of the tax levy impact on budgeting for public education. Participants in
this study reflected on their personal reactions, dating back to 2012 when the tax levy cap
in New York State was first implemented. Participants objectively acknowledged
feelings of panic and frustration in contemplating what appeared to be a significant
limitation on their ability to fund their educational operations. Some quoted these
feelings of concern as a reaction of “panic,” while others expressed the “fear of the
unknown.” What shortly followed was their own conversations with their peers and
colleagues in the field and exchanges of thoughts and feelings towards this new
legislation and the impact it could have on funding for public education. Following those
conversations were the assessments and determinations made by various professional
organizations and associations who assembled their research and future forecasts
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confirming speculation of an imminent funding cliff as a result of this new tax cap
legislation (NYSASBO, 2014b; NYSCSS, 2012). These actions, the progression of the
conversations, and the follow-up determinations made were all directly aligned with the
bounded rationality in decision-making theory outlined by Simon (1979). Decisionmaking theory is a theory of how rational individuals should behave under risk and
uncertainty. It uses a set of precepts about how rational individuals behave given the
environment of that risk and uncertainty.
Simon (1979) contended, “A theory of administration should be concerned with
the processes of decision and the processes of action” (p. 316). Simon pointed out that
for the proper management of an organization, a policy must be adopted that is
comprehensive in nature. Decision-making is a very important part of an organization,
and so too are the policies the educational organization adopt and abide by. In addition,
superintendents have worked diligently with their boards of education to develop
strategic plans formulated to provide an operational foundation for their vision and
mission for the organization. In many cases, these vision and mission statements are
formally adopted by board resolution to create an environment committed to seeing that
mission through. These actions are aligned to Simon’s position of an administration
being concerned with the process of decision, and the processes of action. Without this
formally adopted vision and mission, what directions should the organization pursue?
When decisions are not taken properly and timely, they may spoil the objective of the
business organization. Keeping this in mind, it is essential that an organization and its
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leaders take utmost caution with the adoption of a decision and, at the same time, focus
on the implementation of the decision.
Bounded rationality refers to the idea that people have limited cognitive and
computational abilities, and therefore, cannot make rational decisions in a maximizing
sense. This is not a criticism of how leaders function in their decision-making process,
but rather an observation of what criteria is needed to make effective decisions and then
have the ability to execute those plans. Simon (1979) argued that people would make
economically rational decisions only if they could gather enough information. Clearly,
when the tax levy cap was first announced, there was not ample information available to
understand what the true impact would be. Participants of this study acknowledged in
their interview responses within this study that their reactions were formulated out of
panic and a fear of the unknown. Following the maximizing principle, the individual
faced with making a budgetary decision will choose the course of action that results in
the best possible future state (Fjellman, 1976). The actions that have followed in the past
7 years by participants of this study in reaction to the tax levy cap appear directly aligned
with this thinking. When contemplating the future financial state of a school district, one
could argue that any responsible leader will act prudently and responsibly to protect the
integrity, longevity, and viability of the organization by having the resources needed to
provide the services that are expected given an uncertain economic future. As decisionmaking theory suggests, environmental factors that executives consider and assess will
have an impact on the decision-making process.
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There is data to suggest that such decisions are being made contrary to the actual
financial condition of a school district. News reports have been critical of the reserve
funds that have been accumulated by school districts over time, and audits by the New
York State Comptroller’s office are critical of fund balances that in some cases are
funded above statutory limits (Hildebrand, 2017, 2018; Office of the New York State
Comptroller, 2016, 2017). However, absent the guarantee from state legislators and the
governor that state aid resources will keep pace with the expense growth required in our
educational system, the results of this research suggest that superintendents have acted
responsibly to preserve, to the best of their ability, the programs and services that each of
their communities have come to expect. This sentiment of seeking state aid funding
assurances or guarantees was explicitly expressed in the participant responses of this
study. If state government wants to limit the burden on the local taxpayer, they should
come to the table with the resources they are collecting from those same taxpayers to
ensure our education system can produce the results they are mandating.
The research findings of this study suggest that challenges remain, and the
forecast is dimmed by an uncertain economic future. Participant responses shed light on
the inner thinking of school superintendents and the approaches and strategies they have
used to best position their districts for future success. Some have had more success than
others; some have had more challenges than others. Combined, the results of this study
will be used to aide superintendents, administrators, legislators, policy makers,
community members, and other stakeholders in our education system to better understand
the pressures that exist on the system, and the areas of inequity that need to be addressed
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to provide all of our students with the educational opportunities they all deserve,
regardless of the zip code in which they live.
This study answered the following research questions:
1. Do superintendents believe a funding cliff, or financial insolvency is now here
or is imminent?
2. Since state aid has for the past several years kept pace with the revenue deltas
established due to the funding limitations created by the tax cap, is the tax
levy cap influencing or impeding the decision-making process in creating
public school budgets for the upcoming year and several years into the future?
3. Due to other adjustments in budgetary approach, have superintendents and
their boards of education now learned new ways to control costs and to better
manage budget growth while providing and maintaining the student services,
programs, and outcomes their communities have come to expect?
The research participants for this study were public school superintendents
employed at school districts on Long Island, in Nassau County, New York. A purposeful
sample of 11 superintendents from a total population of 56 superintendents in school
districts throughout Nassau County was used. Superintendent participants in this
research represented a cumulative total of 360 years of experience in public education,
and more specifically, 106 years of experience in the superintendent position. Five of
these superintendents were male, six were female. Gender was not a factor evaluated in
the participant responses. All participants were fully engaged in the conversation during
the interview and responded openly with their individual perspectives on a range of areas.
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The results of this study are based on their responses. The findings from this study add to
the body of knowledge in managing the operations of a public education organization in a
financial climate with limited revenue sources.
For this study, the qualitative research method used semi-structured interviews,
which allowed the researcher to collect data related to the superintendents’ decisionmaking thought processes. These behaviors encompassed individual belief, attitudes,
perceptions, sentiments, thoughts, forecasts, and explanations for the decision-making
process. There were 18 interview questions (Appendix A) that were posed to each
participant in the same sequence and in calibration with the research questions. Each
participant was permitted to elaborate on any of the questions presented during the
interview. The first three questions were posed to gain an understanding of the
participants past knowledge and background and their own positionality in public
education. Initially, participants were asked how long they have worked in public
education, what types of positions they had held during that time, and how long
specifically they had been in their current role as superintendent. Three interview
questions were directly related to Research Question 1; five interview questions were
used to shed insight on Research Question 2; five questions were then posed aligned to
Research Question 3; and finally, participants were each asked if there was anything that
was not asked that they believed may be a concern or a relevant addition to the
conversation.
The questions gradually became more focused on specific considerations, actions,
and reactions each superintendent had taken over the past years in response to the
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pressures and concerns they were experiencing with a new tax levy cap in place.
Interviews were transcribed utilizing a third-party service, which was then followed by an
in-depth analysis by the researcher of the interview data collected. The researcher
interpreted the data using several iterations of thematic coding strategies. The analysis
process began utilizing open coding, which provided the researcher with the opportunity
to distill large volumes of data contained in the transcripts. This phase allowed initial
broader ideas to be identified and recurring commentary to emerge. Following the open
coding process, the second round of descriptive coding was conducted, which
summarized the primary topics of each excerpted code. This method produced patterns
of codes and identified key areas of concern in the decision-making process in budget
development for a school district. After being identified, these codes were then resorted
into categories representing recurring thoughts and responses in the interviews. A third
iteration of coding was then utilized, which helped to capture the participants own
language in each explanation in response to each question. This iteration provided a
deeper understanding of terms, concepts, and reactions related to the individual
experiences of each superintendent in the community they serve.
Through this analysis, the coding scheme was developed, certain characteristics in
codes began to develop and to be identified, allowing the categories and themes to
emerge. These components were continually reviewed and refined, ultimately leading to
the identification of specific, recurring patterns in participant responses without the
addition of new information, which indicated a saturation point for the researcher. Due to
the volume of data collected, the most prominent categories were identified for further
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discussion. To protect and maintain confidentiality of the participants, as expressed and
in accordance with the consent letter, due to the audience size, specific respondent
comments were not directly quoted nor were the participants specifically identified.
The results of this study are discussed in relation to the eight findings that
emerged from the data. These eight findings include (a) there have been consequences
school districts have experienced in the aftermath of the tax levy cap implementation that
have curtailed programmatic growth that would otherwise have been implemented; (b)
superintendents now have more of an acceptance and understanding of the tax levy cap,
the rationale of why it was created and implemented, and methods they are now using to
try an mitigate its adverse effects; (c) future concerns remain and much of the financial
viability of a school district now rests solely with the state and the educational aid that is
provided each year; (d) what some superintendents considered opportunities in the
beginning of the tax levy cap era have now turned into limitations that may have long
lasting adverse effects on being able to attract and retain talented educators into the field;
(e) community communications, trust, and transparency are of paramount importance,
which always have been, and always will be critical elements, and the districts that have
taken this important facet seriously have seen more productive outcomes; (f)there is a
renewed focus and attention to detail related to the long-term financial forecasting for
which a district must exert ample energy, allowing for an understanding of the big picture
financial model of the district that will support improved navigation into the future; (g)
trust, in the business official, or CFO, and the board of education are of paramount
importance for the district to be operated effectively; and (h) inequities do exist and are
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having an adverse impact on providing equitable opportunities for students to advance
their future more in high need/low wealth communities as compared to their low
need/high wealth neighbors.
Consequences. This first finding describes the impact the tax levy cap has had
on school district operations. The categories that emerged included reduced staffing,
reductions to summer support programs and enrichment classes, and creating new
tensions between general education students and their programs (not mandated) and
special education students and their programs, which are mandated by New York State.
It appears these consequences will only be exacerbated in years to come as financial
resources become tighter.
Acceptance. The second finding suggests that superintendents have reached an
emotional response of acceptance and conceptual understanding on the implementation of
the tax levy cap. This conclusion appears to have been a process not easily navigated, as
sentiments of resentment and cynicism still prevail. As the CEO of an organization, it is
difficult to accept that a pressure above you has the authority and ability in limiting the
financial resources you have come to rely on to operate your organization. However, as
effective leaders, some participants have successfully navigated that shift in paradigm
and are positioning their school districts for future success, even with the limited
resources available to them.
Concerns. The third finding suggests that despite this acceptance of the current
resource limitations, concerns still exist when contemplating the future. Uncertainty also
exists related to how districts will be able to operate in the event the economy does not
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maintain itself or grow in the future. Superintendents remain fearful of how that will
bode for their organizations that are funded primarily from state aid and tax levy.
Opportunity / limitations. The fourth finding suggests that some of the
outcomes resulting from the tax levy that once were looked at as an opportunity by
district leaders have now shifted to becoming a liability and perhaps a long-term
limitation for some districts. More specifically, success experienced at the negotiating
table with various collective bargaining units were enabled by the leverage created by the
tax levy cap. This legislation was a way to explain in the bargaining process that a
district simply could no longer afford some of the settlements that were being achieved in
past years. While more recent settlements were concluded with more favorable terms for
school districts, superintendents are now realizing that those very settlements are
reducing the ability to attract and retain talented educators into the field of education and
to work in their districts. The financial growth opportunity for these new teachers and
administrators simply is no longer there. This will have ramifications long into the future
and will possibly mean more difficulty in developing progressive and successful learning
institutions for our public education system.
Community communications. The fifth finding suggests that transparency and
open communications with the community should always prevail and as a result, better
trust is established, which will help in the decision-making process for school
superintendents. Absent this open and transparent communications approach, community
members are less likely to support the recommendations of a superintendent and certainly
will have an adversarial relationship with their representative board of trustees.
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Renewed focus on financial forecasting. The sixth finding points to
superintendents having a renewed focus and diligence related to the finances of the
district. The results of this study point to a deeper evaluation of the successes of
programs the district has invested in to ensure that every dollar spent is producing
meaningful results and developing a better understanding of the big financial picture and
where the trends are heading. Superintendents acknowledged the need for a deeper
understanding of this component of their operations and the reliance and trust placed in
their business official.
Trust in the school business official and the board of education. This seventh
finding reiterates the importance of trust, which needs to exist in the organization,
amongst its leadership team. The foundation of this trust begins between the board of
education and the superintendent and is then interwoven with the business official and
throughout the organization. That relationship between board and superintendent, and
between the superintendent and his or her immediate cabinet administrators, is witnessed
by the entire organization and the community at large. It becomes the fabric of the
organization and can pay significant dividends when trying to execute a difficult plan on
behalf of the organization.
Inequities. The eighth finding suggests that inequities indeed exist in the
educational system in New York State. Participants responded with acknowledgment
that their experience in dealing with the tax levy cap had been different from some of
their school district neighbors, regardless of the districts position on the Needs Resource
Index. Superintendents in high need/low wealth districts lamented about the challenges
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they were experiencing and the frustrations with trying to provide their students with the
same types of opportunities that exist in the communities of their high wealth neighbors.
At the same time, low need/high wealth superintendents also acknowledged the disparity
that exists and the decreased pressure they feel in providing student opportunities. In
these cases, participants point to inequities in the funding formulas created and followed
by New York State and the need to revisit their design to make adjustments to allow for a
more even playing field.
The findings of this research suggest that the cap on the tax levy is fundamentally
flawed and is creating a foundation of inequity towards high need/low wealth districts
and the students they serve. Given that such a district relies on more state aid and less tax
levy to begin with, as detailed in the foundation aid formula, it seems apparent that a
uniform tax levy of the same amount for all district provides greater revenue growth for a
low need/high wealth district that has a higher tax levy amount in relation to their state
aid package. The fact remains that 2% on a higher number will always translate to more
revenue than 2% on a lower number. That model provides higher wealth communities
with a financial advantage. Perhaps a cap should have been placed on the total expense
of a district, which may have supported a more even playing field. Perhaps our
legislators can finally revisit the foundation aid formula and make further adjustments to
accommodate for communities that have less wealth, which would allow those
communities to provide their students with more equitable academic opportunities. If our
education system in New York State is going to prosper and grow into the flagship
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education system all seem to aspire it to be, our state law makers must make the public
commitment to funding the education system our communities and students deserve.
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Appendix A
St. John Fisher College
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS SCRIPT
Title of Study: Decision Factors of Superintendents Related to the New York State Tax
Levy Cap’s Impact on Public School Budgeting
Name of Researcher: James P. Robinson
Faculty Supervisor: Sr. Remigia Kushner, Ph. D., Committee Chair
Phone for further information:
Purpose of Study: The purpose of this study is to examine whether the NYS tax levy
cap is having an impact on the budgeting decisions of Nassau County public school
superintendents.
Place of Study: Superintendent Offices, various locations within Nassau County, NY.
Length of Participation: 60-90 minutes
Interview Questions Script:
Interview Date/Time:
Interview Number:
1. How long have you worked in public education?
2. What types of positions have you held during that time?
3. How long have you been in your current role of Superintendent?
4. What is your current impression of the New York State tax levy cap?
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5. In what ways do you believe this legislation is having an impact on budgeting
for public education?
6. In what ways do you believe this impact will influence your decision making
and approach to budget development for next year?
7. How will this impact of the tax levy cap influence your decision making and
your approach to budget development over the next several years?
8. Have your perceptions regarding the impact the tax levy cap is having on
budget development changed since 2012 when the legislation was first
implemented?
9. What factors (if any), have created this change in perception?
10. Are there other factors have an impact on your decision making when it
comes to budget development for your district? Please explain.
11. How does the community, and your board of education’s reaction to the tax
levy cap influence your decision making related to the budget development in
your district?
12. Given the limitations in revenue the tax levy cap has created for school
districts, what approach and financial strategies have you implemented, or
would you consider when evaluating the longer-range financial needs of your
district?
13. Will these approaches and strategies create tension between obligated cost
drivers such as health insurance, pension costs, and programmatical needs and
support?
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14. How would you characterize the current financial condition of your district?
15. Given the economic make-up of your school district community, can you
describe how the tax levy cap may be having a different impact on your
district as compared to other districts in Nassau County?
16. Do you believe the Tax Levy Cap is working?
17. Please explain your reaction to the Governor’s initiative to make the tax levy
cap legislation permanent. How will that impact your decision-making during
budget development in the years to come?
18. Is there anything else that I didn’t ask that you believe is a concern or a
relevant addition to this conversation?
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Appendix B
James P. Robinson
St. John Fisher College Doctoral Candidate
@sjfc.edu
Date
Dr. / Mr. / Ms. (Name of Interviewee)
Superintendent of Schools
School District
Street Address
City, State Zip
Dear Dr. / Mr. / Ms. (Name of Interviewee):
As a current Doctoral Candidate in the Ralph C. Wilson, Jr. School of Education at St.
John Fisher College, I am researching decision factors of superintendents related to the
New York State tax levy cap’s impact on public school budgeting.
The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine decision making factors school
superintendents evaluate given the current financial climate and the impact the tax levy
cap is having on school operations. Since the inception of the tax levy cap legislation in
2012, there have been significant concerns voiced throughout New York State regarding
inequities that the tax levy cap has exacerbated in some communities. Such inequities
may be having a profound effect depending on an individual school districts’
socioeconomic position as measured by the Needs/Resource Capacity Index published by
the New York State Education Department.
Your expertise as superintendent and the responses you can provide for this study will
have a significant impact on the body of knowledge being assembled as the public
education sector ventures further into a tax cap world.
The duration of this in-person interview should take between 60-90 minutes and can be
conducted in the convenience of your office. I will coordinate a time that is acceptable
for your schedule.
Upon your acceptance of this request, I will forward you a detailed informed consent
outline providing you with all relevant information pertaining to methods for protecting
the confidentiality/privacy, of study participants and the safeguarding of data collected.
If you have any questions regarding this study, please do not hesitate to contact me to
discuss further. I can be reached by email at
@sjfc.edu or by calling xxx-xxxxxxx.
Thank you for considering my request. I look forward to speaking with you soon.
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February 22, 2019
File No: 3979-011719-10
James P. Robinson
St. John Fisher College
Dear Mr. Robinson:
Thank you for submitting your research proposal to the Institutional Review Board.
I am pleased to inform you that the Board has approved your Expedited Review project, “Decision
Factors of Superintendents Related to the New York Tax Levy Cap’s Impact on Public School
Budgeting.”
Following federal guidelines, research related records should be maintained in a secure area for
three years following the completion of the project at which time they may be destroyed.
Should you have any questions about this process or your responsibilities, please contact me at
irb@sjfc.edu.
Sincerely,

Eileen Lynd-Balta, Ph.D.
Chair, Institutional Review Board
ELB: jdr
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Appendix C
St. John Fisher College
INFORMED CONSENT FORM
Title of Study: Decision Factors of Superintendents Related to the New York State Tax
Levy Cap’s Impact on Public School Budgeting
Name of Researcher: James P. Robinson
Faculty Supervisor: Sr. Remigia Kushner, Ph. D., Committee Chair
Phone for further information:
Purpose of Study: The purpose of this study is to examine whether the NYS tax levy
cap is having an impact on the budgeting decisions of Nassau County public school
superintendents.
Place of Study: Superintendent Offices, various locations within Nassau County, NY.
Length of Participation: 60-90 minutes
Method of Data Collection: Data for this study will be gathered by conducting
individual, in-person interviews with public school superintendents utilizing open-ended
questions.
Risks and Benefits: The risks associated with this study are minimal and no more than
what you may experience in your daily life. You will have a right to request receipt of a
copy of the summary of findings from this study upon completion of the dissertation.
With your individual consent, the interview will be audio recorded utilizing a digital
recording device. The audio recordings will be transcribed by the researcher or by a
transcription service.
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Benefits of the study include adding to the body of knowledge pertaining to the tax levy
cap legislation and its impact on budgeting for public education in New York State.
Method for Protecting Confidentiality/Privacy of Participants: Transcription for the
interview will be provided by a third party. No individual identifying information will be
translated to the third-party transcription service. Each interview will be identified solely
by a unique code and recording date. In the written dissertation, a pseudonym will be
used in place of your name. The organization where the interviewee is employed will be
described in general terms within categories outlined in the Needs/Resource Capacity
Index as published by the New York State Education Department. Your information may
be shared with appropriate governmental authorities ONLY if you or someone else is in
danger, or if we are required to do so by law.
Method for Protecting Confidentiality/Privacy of Data Collected: All digital audio
recordings and transcriptions of interviews will be maintained using a private, locked,
and password-protected file and a single password-protected computer stored securely in
the private home of the principal researcher. Electronic files will be assigned individual
identity codes and pseudonyms. Electronic files will not include actual names or any
individually identifiable information that could personally identify or connect participants
to this study. Other materials, including the researchers’ notes or paper files related to
data collection and analysis, will be stored securely in unmarked boxes, locked inside a
file cabinet in the private home of the principal researcher. Only the researcher will have
access to electronic or paper records related to the interviews. The digitally recorded
audio data shall be kept by this researcher for a period of 5 years following publication of
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the dissertation. Signed informed consent documents shall be kept for 5 years after
publication. All paper records will be cross-cut shredded and professionally delivered for
incineration. Electronic records will be cleared, purged, and destroyed from the
computer hard drive and all devices such that restoring data is not possible.
Your rights: As a research participant, you have the right to:
1. Have the purpose of the study, and the expected risks and benefits fully explained to
you before you choose to participate.
2. Withdraw from participation at any time without penalty.
3. Refuse to answer a particular question without penalty.
4. Be informed of the results of the study.
I have read the above, received a copy of this form, and I agree to participate in the
above-named study.

__________________________
Print name (Participant)

__________________________
Print name (Investigator)

___________________________
Signature

___________________________
Signature

___________
Date

___________
Date

If you have any further questions regarding this study, please contact the researcher listed
above.
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The Institutional Review Board of St. John Fisher College has reviewed this project. For
any concerns regarding this study/or if you feel that your rights as a participant (or the
rights of another participant) have been violated or caused you undue distress (physical or
emotional distress), please contact Jill Rathbun by phone during normal business hours at
(585) 385-8012 or irb@sjfc.edu. Ms. Rathbun will contact a supervisory IRB official to
assist you.
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Appendix D
Interview Questions Related to Research Questions
Interview Question

Research Question

Q1 - How long have you worked in public education?

Background Info, 1

Q2 - What types of positions have you held during that time?

Background Info, 1

Q3 - How long have you been in your current role of
Superintendent?

Background Info, 1

Q4 - What is your current impression of the New York State
tax levy cap?

1

Q5 - In what ways do you believe this legislation is having an
impact on budgeting for public education?

1

Q6 - In what ways do you believe this impact will influence
your decision-making and approach to budget
development for next year?

2

Q7 - How will this impact of the tax levy cap influence your
decision-making and your approach to budget
development over the next several years?

2

Q8 - Have your perceptions regarding the impact the tax levy
cap is having on budget development changed since
2012 when the legislation was first implemented?

1

Q9 - What factors (if any), have created this change in
perception?

2

Q10 - Are there other factors have an impact on your decisionmaking when it comes to budget development for your
district? Please explain.

3

Q11 - How does the community, and your board of
education’s reaction to the tax levy cap influence your
decision-making related to the budget development in
your district?

3

Q12 - Given the limitations in revenue the tax levy cap has
created for school districts, what approach and financial
strategies have you implemented, or would you
consider when evaluating the longer-range financial
needs of your district?

3
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Q13 - Will these approaches and strategies create tension
between obligated cost drivers such as health insurance,
pension costs, and programmatical needs and support?

3

Q14 - How would you characterize the current financial
condition of your district?

2

Q15 - Given the economic make-up of your school district
community, can you describe how the tax levy cap may
be having a different impact on your district as
compared to other districts in Nassau County?

2

Q16 - Do you believe the Tax Levy Cap is working?

3

Q17 - Please explain your reaction to the Governor’s initiative
to make the tax levy cap legislation permanent. How
will that impact your decision-making during budget
development in the years to come?

2

Q18 - Is there anything else that I didn’t ask that you believe is
a concern or a relevant addition to this conversation?
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Appendix E
Table 4.2
RQ1-Codes/Categories/Themes: Conceptual Understanding
Code
Hoping it will be worked out over an extended period of time
I have changed my viewpoint on many of the points that I was most
concerned about
Managed to stay within cap and still meet all educational needs
NOT the disaster that lots of educators felt it was going to come to
fruition
The tax cap was one way to get taxes under control across the state,
especially in suburban districts
Understanding why Governor imposed
Most of us are living with the 2%
Reality on the street is different. It’s really poor planning on the part of
boards of education, while I understand it from a political perspective
Spending was out of control - exactly why the governor put the tax cap
in place
If the language of the cap was you need to keep it in line with inflation,
keep it at CPI, I think we'd be fine
The model we had just wasn’t sustainable
We understood what the issues would be then, and it has played itself
out in that regards
I think it was responsible for the government to audit people and let
them know, you can’t keep doing this
I understand the philosophy and the concept. I understand the purpose
and why the general population would want such a law
Intention of government is to support a community, a taxpayer from
being burdened from paying an exorbitant amount of taxes
Understand why imposed

Category
Acceptance

Because there are several people that may have not looked out for the
best interests of people and have been using funds in a way that may not
have been needed in the past
Had we had the kind of discipline back then, we wouldn’t have needed
the cap
If educators for generations before us kept their increases aligned with
inflation, we would never have seen the cap
Shame on us that we needed legislation, but that’s what we needed

Cynicism

Theme

Conceptual
Understanding
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Table 4.3
RQ1 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Community Expectation
Code
Can’t go to the calculated cap because it’s too high
Public perception of a 2% cap is an issue
Communities don't understand how the 2% cap works.
It forces us to leave money on the table
Different communities had strong support
It is decreasing community participation across the state
Historic lows of people coming out to vote
Negative effect on budget votes
Lots of folks believe that the cap means 2%
Mandates increase cost to taxpayers
In New Jersey, if you are within the 2% cap, there is no vote
The only vote is if you are over the cap

Category
Community

Boards are feeling that pressure
School board members want to pacify homeowners
Dissatisfied with pressures of new mandates
Juggling to develop new programs
Constantly playing catchup

Board of
Education
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Theme

Community
Expectation

Table 4.4
RQ1 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Resources Needed for Financial Viability
Code
A bad decision with good intentions
A blessing and a curse
A double edge sword - keeps costs down, but schools are not
properly funded
All fine when economy is good and retirement systems are doing
well
Mixed feelings about it
Sense that this is not good for schools
The Danger of the cap is yet to be seen
This will be a long-term problem
True impact of the cap will be felt when we have a few years of
CPI at/above 4%
Very concerned about limiting school district revenue
State aid has kept up, but there is no other way to raise funds
I guess it’s not as bad as we thought, but there is always a chance
that it could be worse than we think
I think we have figured out how to work within the cap
The state's been able to provide decent state aid for us. Should
that change, it’s a whole different ball game

Category
Concerns

Theme

If we enter another recession or there is a downturn in the
economy, this model will end
All of what we have predicted might happen, will happen
It’s a tragedy
The 4% [unrestricted], I'm not sure it’s the most responsible
number, I think it should be higher
The most dangerous word in the legislation is the word "lower"
We are okay for now, but a lot more things have to happen
You only have four years in high school - and we want the
graduation rate to go up, but what are we graduating them to?
I think it is well intended, but I don’t think it is well thought out
Fraught with problems

Diminished
resources

Resources
Needed for
Future
Financial
Viability

Assumed districts would be in financial stress far sooner
I think we thought it was going to be much more difficult than it
has been - it is easier than we anticipated
I thought we were going to fall off a cliff
It was real doom and gloom perspective in the beginning. I think
most districts have really done okay at tightening their belts and
just being more careful
Most people were fearful of coming to a cliff where we may have
to tap into our reserves and there could come a point where we
would become insolvent. But we all know that could loom in the
future for any district
There are people, colleagues that will overreact to everything

Panic
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There was so much uncertainty back then. We didn’t know.
When it’s something new, the unpredictability and the
unfamiliarity with it is uncomfortable
When first implemented we all panicked
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Table 4.5
RQ1 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Paradigm Shift
Code
Cap is easier to handle when CPI is below 2
Class sizes have gone up, some capital improvements have been
deferred
Forced us to look tightly and make some hard choices
If you live in a district with failing schools, it lowers your property
value
It changed the conversation
It forces districts to constantly evaluate programs and evaluate how
we are spending our money
It has made everybody a lot more careful and conscious of how we
allocate funds and how we evaluate our programs
It has made the budgeting process, in many respects, simpler
Now there are two pots of money that are not completely filled for
the kids. State pot (aid), and the local pot (levy)
Objective now is not to create a budget that serves students, it’s
really to satisfy homeowners
Every generation says that the kids in this generation are different.
Now as a parent administrator, this is a different type of child
because of technology
I am sentencing them to a working-class lifestyle, low middleclass
life

Category
Impact

Theme

The career trajectory of teachers is limited over time
There are a series of contributing factors I suspect will reduce the
pool of people interested in pursuing education as a career.
We do not have enough replacements for the people who will be
leaving us in the next ten years, and that will create a huge problem.
There is a ceiling to what we can pay teachers now and that’s going
to be a game changer over time.
They will realize there is, in effect a cap on their salary. Those days
of large increases are done
Your increases may not be as high, but that means you may not be
able to attract and retain key staff

Limitations for
staff
recruitment

Paradigm
Shift

This is some power behind the argument that you haven't used all of
the money you could have levied, why should we give you more? (in
state aid)
We work differently now
Work towards staying within the limit of the cap
How many of our seniors will need to take non-credit bearing
remedial courses in college?
I see it through 2 lenses - a homeowner and the district
If you put a cap on one of them, then the money has to be flowing
from another place
Needs to be coupled with increased funding
Relief has to come from another source to ensure that funding for
education is not shortchanged

Funding
Sources

169

The way schools are funded in New York State probably needs to be
completely overhauled
We have to do our budget backwards now
Once you create the limitations the community now has it in their
brain that a 2% cap is there, you cannot go above the 2% cap
Political reality – it’s going to be a state level political battle or a
local level political battle to expend those dollars
The tax cap has brought a certain mindfulness to the part of everyone
and school districts - it has allowed a shift in thinking

Table 4.6
RQ1 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Inequity
Code
We have probably moved from worse or horrific to bad in the sense
that shortchanged of the state aid has been easing a bit.
The concept of it being tied to CPI is problematic because it can vary
so widely by each district
Hardest for school districts as compared to other municipalities
Now searching for alternative sources of revenue - but it also forced
some districts to make tremendous cuts

Category
Consequence

It hurts low wealth districts
It protects the taxpayer - which is a good thing on low wealth
districts
Low wealth districts can’t afford to bear the tax burden
Immigrant children come into our community with a lot of needs and
services required
Low income neighborhoods have a high transient population with
only one person paying taxes
Children, racism, and prejudice is taught
I removed my child from a Charter school because everyone looked
like him, and the world doesn’t look like that
I think a lot of people don’t want to talk about it, but the big hairy
elephant in the room would be de facto segregation
New York and Long Island is heavily segregated
Poor communities have no other ways of raising funds

High Need/Low
Wealth Vs.
Low Need/High
Wealth

It will stifle innovative practices
It’s a vicious cycle of only providing the minimum
Limits schools to have the ability to do what they need to do
Limits the ability to meet our needs
Puts parameters on our ability to make choices for kids
Serious negative impact on local control
Shackles districts somewhat

Limitations
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Theme
Inequity

Table 4.7
RQ1 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Strategic Planning
Code
It has brought a sense of responsibility in terms of contract
negotiations
It has changed the conversation at the bargaining table
It has helped with our collective bargaining negotiations
It has reduced growth in salaries and budgets, and limited expenses.
Prior to the tax cap, unions didn’t believe you
Salary increases need to be aligned somewhat to the tax levy cap
People are not getting the raises they used to get
The tax cap has shaped how negotiations with our collective
bargaining units now go, but that is a positive and a negative
You can use it as leverage
Unions have worked, realizing the challenges faced by districts helping to make sure jobs are protected, programs are protected
I think the decisions about raises above step are the primary factors in
driving up our costs
Negotiations are probably one of the most critical practices we engage
in that will help you control your costs
The expectations for bargaining units have decreased
Using reserves more
We are making wiser decisions
We are much more mindful of spending
We can realign our resources to get the maximum benefit for our
students
Audits have shown that reserves are astronomical, and people are
saying why do you have all this money and you’re still taxing me all
this money, but you have all this money available to you
School budget development officials and people that are doing
budgets must really focus on what's important
Much more prudent now and careful with how they spend
Trying to make sure that we kept the budget to budget increase at a
responsible level at the same time providing the children what the
needed

Category
Negotiations

Theme

Strategic
Planning
Use of
Reserves
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Appendix F
Table 4.9
RQ2 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Community Expectations
Code
I do think that some modifications to the cap become more possible when
it becomes permanent
I had no doubt it would become permanent
I think we knew it was going to be permanent
It solidifies that we've got to remain diligent about what we spend, and
how we spend it
I think it is dependent on the economy. But if you are going to make it
permanent, make it 2%, and not tied to CPI because of the uncertainty
Never a doubt in my mind that this would become permanent, but let’s
make the 2% cap, 2% - but right now it’s not.
You get used to it and work within it
Acceptance as long as it is under 2%
Taxpayers do not fully understand how the formula is calculated
There is less voter turn-out because people assume, "They're not
exceeding the cap"
There is nothing they can do, so they are not coming out to vote
Someone else will be making that decision (retiring in two years)
Not going to be my problem in four to five years
Try to keep the community and the board updated
Some board candidates run for board seats with a different mindset
We are able to predict what our BOE is going to suggest in terms of
limits on our levy growth
Large commercial real estate base
Home sales are turning over to younger families
SALT has impacted our community
Some homeowners want quality programs for their children - its tied to
the value of their homes
We are trying to minimize what we ask our community
When the school does well, the area does well, property values will
increase
Community has gotten used to seeing 2%
Minimized single issue fights within the community - no more single
debates
Will never go above 2%, regardless of cap calculation
They don’t care, they just want it to be under 2%
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Category
Acceptance

Theme

Apathy

Community
Expectations
Board of
Education

Community

Table 4.10
RQ2 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Paradigm Shift
Code
Difficult balance when we still need more teachers
Upstate districts laying off dozens of teachers
Regardless of needs index, I think all districts are
struggling
Relative to your baseline and what expectations of the
community are, everyone is struggling
Retirees on fixed incomes with children who have now
moved away
Will impact my decision to retire
Trying to create a budget that will serve the needs of our
kids
It will definitely have a big influence.
We try to juggle, not increasing class sizes dramatically
Priorities driven by mandates
We have taken a lot of the caring out of the schools.
What we are trying to do is ensure that the programs and
services we provided to the community last year, can be
sustained in the following year
We have a shrinking number of people who are interested
in education

Category
Challenges

Explaining the cap to the community is difficult
Usually very little left over to expand programs or to try an
add new things that our district needs
Federal budget reductions will have a direct trickle-down
effect
The global impact of trying to educate children today
becomes very frustrating
It needs some tweaking - the notion that it encourages debt
is a bad idea
It is certainly impacting conditions of buildings and your
ability to do big work.

Funding

Theme

Paradigm Shift
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Table 4.11
RQ2 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Resources Needed for Future Financial Viability
Code
I don’t know the sustainability of it
I don’t see how you can make it permanent
If market crashes, TRS Crashes, these mandatory costs will
kick our butts
It has worked, but not in a responsible way
A political move and I don’t think the whole thing is well
thought out
I don’t think the decision was made with all of the
information
It’s convenient to call it permanent. But I don’t think it’s a
good decision
The inflexibility is truly anti-public education
Certainly, the cap is a cloud that hangs over us
It’s a cloud hanging over us, always having conversations
about should we be staying within the cap
If the state aid is there, the reliance on the tax levy doesn’t
have to be
The market is going to tank again eventually
Those who are in support of this may believe they have a
victory - but I'm worried, I'm worried, I'm concerned.

Category
Concern

Excellent
Good Shape
Solid Shape
Solid, very solid
State aid has not kept pace with our needs
Superintendent must be aware of finances
Very strong
We are in good shape
We are proud of our bond rating
We have not had to cut one program in order to close the
budget. We have not had any gaps we have had to struggle
with. The district is in good financial shape
We are pretty good, though we are susceptible to fiscal
stress according to the OSC. This is very unsettling to hear

Financial Health

Board has not heeded the alarm sounded two years ago
It will have a devastating effect
Making it permanent is scary
I realize now that guess what… we are not falling off a
cliff
It’s hard to tell your community you are going to be in a
funding cliff when 7 years later nobody has fallen off

Panic

I think it has changed the direction. When you had an
open-ended levy that you could share with your
community, you could look at programs and opportunities
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Financial Structure

Theme

Resources Needed
for Future Financial
Viability

for the people inside your schools - now we have to think
the other way - and plan backwards
It has changed our thinking
We start with the end in mind (budgeting)
What role are we going to play in preparing our students to
compete? That is never our conversation.
You're not looking at students first, you're looking at
money first
I used to put a spending plan together and go sell it to the
public. Now we start with a number and we know
whatever that number is, we can’t exceed it
Prior to TLC, able to analyze needs of district
Prior to TLC, propose new programs
The entire conversation with our community has changed

Table 4.12
RQ2 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Conceptual Understanding
Code
Education always takes the brunt of any budget reduction either
state or federal
Something that’s permanent generally gets put on the shelf and
until it’s a crisis, people don’t look at it. I don’t think it’s the
best way to run an organization.
Government says: "you can't keep doing that". We got what we
deserved
I'm not convinced on the people that took this harsh position

Category
Cynicism

Theme
Conceptual
Understanding
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Table 4.13
RQ2 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Inequity
Code
Unique to this district - Need to shift special ed/selfcontained classrooms to increase Gen Ed classroom space
I need 5-6 million new dollars every year – annually for my student
population
In ten years, we have lost $320 million. Every year from the starting point
until the budget is over is very stressful
We have been shortchanged by the state for a long period of time. Our
district continues to lose about $30 million each year from state aid because
the formula has not yet been fully phased in
This is a transient community
The tax cap did negatively impact us, we had to reduce staffing to the tune
of a million dollars.
We had to cut some summer support programs, cut down on enrichment.
But we were able to bounce back - it never touched the core. But can we
continue to do that?
Because I think people have the resources and value the product, right? In
a community like this, it will be harder, because people will say, "well, we
have all learned to run our businesses by tightening our belts - they get it.
Our residents are funding almost 80% of the cost of running the school
district - that’s a huge financial burden
The tax cap has a less adverse effect on us. The poorer the district, the
more dependent on state aid, the more likely it is that the tax cap is going to
have an adverse effect
We are not able to offer the creative, rigorous, and out of the box type
programs children need to be successful and compete globally
We are not going to have a new generation of first-time homebuyers
wanting to invest in your community if the schools are not good
Wealth is wealth and poverty is poverty.
Our community has a very high level of taxes on their homes. When you
have wealth, you are able to support the taxes that you have to pay
Yes. There is an inverse relationship to how much the tax levy is related to
overall expenses. The growth I am able to incorporate into my budget on
the basis of the tax cap is more than a school district like some of our
neighbors
Changing the foundation aid formula that’s really antiquated, because it’s
just not equitably funded and distributed
Here on Long Island, you have districts like ours that are, in terms of
wealth ratio, we are very poor. It becomes an equity issue
In terms of equity, we can’t compete with other wealthier districts
It exacerbates inequities - it’s the same cap for every district whether
you’re wealthy or poor
It will hurt us with the special population
Parents in different communities do look at why one district is so high and
another so low, so that adds to the pressure of what your community will
sustain
School aid has not balanced off for poor districts
The whole issue is equity

176

Category
Consequence

Theme
Inequity

There are districts that won’t be able to sustain this
wealthy district can pay, high need district won’t be able to pay
There are real equity issues
As a high needs district, we are only asking for our fair share
Inequity and funding have been an age-old issue that continues.
The cap becoming permanent is a serious concern.
High needs districts will continue to have concerns because we are heavily
reliant on state aid
More affluent communities have other ways of funding

Table 4.14
RQ2 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Strategic Planning
Code
Credit the SBO for that
Due to having people in place who understand reviewing and
redesigning programs
I think we are in great shape - an outstanding business office
This community has always supported the budget, no matter what
I have built trust with my community
This becomes a PR issue as well. You need to establish trust in
the community
Trust and relationship with my SBO/CFO

Category
Trust

Theme
Strategic Planning
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Appendix G
Table 4.16
RQ3 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Conceptual Understanding
Code
It was extreme to remove all of those programs at once
Obamacare has created internal tension for those that "have and have
nots"
Our programs are our people
Don't know if it impacts us anymore than others
It’s a smoother process because we anticipate what we think our
increases are going to be and we back into that number
Anticipated the Tax Levy Cap was coming and planned accordingly
Absolutely. Community is happier with it
I do - sorry to say
I think it is working overall, yes, it is working
I think its workable under the current environment
It appears that people have been able to function
We are financially healthy, but it forces you to do more with less, be
more disciplined
After 7 years, it can't only be the schools causing this
For who, the governor? Working in what way? Working to help the
schools? Working to help homeowners? I don’t know.
From whose perspective?
We don’t hear that as a reason anymore (the flight off LI)
What does working mean?
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Category
Acceptance

Theme

Conceptual
Understanding

Cynicism

Table 4.17
RQ3 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Community Expectations
Code
Community members that don’t have children are less
likely to come out to vote
Drop in the number of people coming out to vote
For our residents, if you are within the cap, so be it
Number of voters coming to the polls has dropped
significantly
The tax pack people have gone away and they don’t come
to our board meeting anymore. We don’t deal with as
much negativity on the newspapers anymore

Category
Apathy

Relationship building with the board
Board is adamant we are not going to pierce the cap
Board responds to community needs
Three board members are homeowners - they like to see
their STAR rebate check
You start having these cross conversations where
individual people are calling board members to try an
influence their decision-making when it comes to voting on
a contract
Communication with Board
Trying to convince community and the board to sell an old
building on district property
Support from board that speaks with one voice

Board of Education

Our buildings have not been well maintained and need a lot
of basic repairs, but a bond needs something more sexy,
like a new field. That is something that is not an essential
expenditure for a community like this, but it is a desirable
one

Theme

Community
Expectations

Physical Plant
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Table 4.18
RQ3 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Expectations for Community and Safety
Code
Budget is the community’s budget - community must play a part
Strong communications
We listen to the community
What the taxpayer can afford
Yes, the tax cap is actually pretty far down on the list
Are we within the cap? Let’s keep educating the public
Community concerns related to higher taxes
Community does have aspirational goals for schools
Concerns of meeting demands of stakeholders
I don't believe our community focuses a great deal on the cap
Very conservative community
Transparency with the community is absolutely vital
Blue collar communities understand the value (and cost) of pensions
Listening to community, we know the kids need this
Though people have been respectful, those decisions will be very
tough for us
Even if we did not have a tax cap, we would be unable to put that
burden on the community
I don’t believe the entire community should bear that burden

Category
Community

Safety and Security
Security was more pressing than some of the program changes we
wanted to make
We have to budget carefully. Must have a good financial
administration that understands the concepts of budgeting

Safety and
Security
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Theme

Community
Expectation

Table 4.19
RQ3 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Strategic Planning
Code
Being able to sustain your budget growth
If you pay less, you will not be able to attract the best
teachers - this is a real issue
The minute the state can't help fund education, we'd have
to start cutting
If aid drops, we will be in real trouble
If I were the governor, I would say It’s working. In
communities where large cuts in staff have been required,
that has not been our experience yet, but it could be. So it
varies by district and I think everyone is waiting for the
other shoe to drop

Category
Negotiations

Utilizing bond financing
Depends on state aid
It’s working AS LONG AS, state aid keep pace
They have lived up to their end of the bargain, as long as
they continue to do that
We need funding from a different source - we need an
increase in state aid and legislative aid
Rental of two buildings
Secured additional legislative aid when district was on the
verge of bankruptcy
We have been aggressive going after grants and technology
funding
We try to maximize every state aid dollar that we can.
That lessens the impact on our taxpayers

Funding Sources

Theme

Strategic Planning
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Table 4.20
RQ3 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Strategic Planning and Resources Needed
Code
Allocate and use of Capital Reserve funds
Built up reserves
Decreased Appropriated Fund Balance
Ensure reserves were fully funded by TLC implemented
Establish/utilize a capital reserve
Must plan to put money back into reserves
Plan/utilize capital reserves as planning tool
There was not good planning over the past 20 years to fund
capital improvements in the budget. We are using the
capital reserve to do maintenance projects
Utilization of reserves - maintaining 4% undesignated FB
We have neutralized any impact on certain expense lines
through the effective use of reserves
TRS - we can now plan for with TRS reserve
When things improve, start to do capital work in a big way,
when you can

Category
Reserves

Theme
Strategic Planning

They did not do anything about the formula that they
created to equalize education in the state
We try to supplement what we can’t afford with grants
We try to get as much foundation aid from the state and
keep everything below the 2% cap
Charter schools adversely impact our budget by $6 million
- so we can't lose control
Energy Performance grants
Obligated cost drivers - struggle to maintain programs
Only people who have kids in the system come out to vote.
Doing right by their own kids

Financial Structure

Resources Needed
for Future Financial
Viability

Table 4.21
RQ3 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Paradigm Shift
Code
We can't sustain paying teachers 130-140k a year. If I do,
it will have to be with fewer staff members. If that
happens, we are going to have to get used to layers [more
use of teaching assistants
We've got to re-examine all of the assumptions that have
been built into our system as they are today. The tax cap is
forcing us to think differently
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Category
Limitations for
Staff Recruitment

Theme
Paradigm Shift

Table 4.22
RQ3 - Codes/Categories/Themes: Inequity
Code

In terms of equity, I don’t think that is fair. I don’t think there is equity for our
children as it is, compared to another district right next door
Make sure that they provide school districts that are in need of the support with
the funding that’s necessary
Other districts across the way may be providing this, but they can also get
families to donate hundreds of dollars and millions of dollars to support their
children
Residents in middle to upper class homes are able to afford to pay
Middle Class community - I work really hard to keep the tax levy down
The rate of survival will be different for each school district
Advocate with legislation for fair share of aide
Advocating with elected officials is critical to offset needs associated with
increasing ENL population
Creating tension between Special Ed and Gen Ed students
skyrocketing costs of mandated special education
SPED vs. GENED will be a "sticky widget"
Remove special education costs from the tax levy cap
There are exemptions that are totally unfair, like PPS. Cost is out of control
We do not have the base here to put this burden on the taxpayer
we don’t have that luxury because we do not have a commercial base

Category

Consequence

Theme
Inequity
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